ABSTRACT
PROCLAIMING WHAT WE HAVE SEEN AND HEARD:
THE ROLE OF PRAYER IN HERMENEUTICS FOR HOMILETICS
by
James Joseph Mindling, Jr.
Biblical preaching is by definition rooted in the ideas of the biblical text and can
only be faithful to the text to the degree that the text is accurately understood. Because
the written Word of God is an expression of the heart of God, one would expect the
primary way of communicating with God, that is, prayer, be given a significant,
intentional role in seeking to understand what is written.
The role of prayer in sermon preparation is often either totally ignored or receives
what amounts to a token acknowledgement. In books where it does make an appearance,
most of it is focused on utilizing prayer as a way to “prepare one’s heart” to preach. This
“preparation of the preacher” theme is important, but it is too often silent concerning the
role of prayer in the hermeneutical task of penetrating the heart of the passage being
studied.
The purpose of the research was to explore the role of prayer in interpreting God’s
Word for sermon preparation among preaching pastors and to identify positive practices
that can be incorporated in current and future preparation models. The study utilized a
questionnaire filled out by 1,250 preachers to create a purposeful sampling group of thirty
preaching pastors who were then interviewed to explore their sermon preparation
practices.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
He gratefully rose from his knees, eager to share what he had discovered.
Immersed in the Word, the seasoned preacher had been studying and praying through a
portion of Scripture all morning, thoroughly captivated by the text. He had read the
passage over twenty times by now, and, though ensconced in the text, he sensed that he
had not quite penetrated to the heart of the passage. Normally, as he prayed through the
text, insight came, however, this morning, clarity evaded him. Engaging with the best of
the Church’s scholarship through the years, he was a part of a developing, but still
unclear, conversation between the Word of God, the Church and the illumination of the
Holy Spirit. The empty computer screen had been mocking his lack of progress as he
studied diligently, listening, searching, and probing the text. He prayerfully meditated on
the Word, savoring each nuance, rolling it over in his mind, soaking it in prayer.
Suddenly the moment came, the moment for which he had been praying. The
voice of God was speaking through the Word of God, penetrating the thick layers of the
heart and mind of a man.
God communicates through his Word to a preacher in a hermeneutical dance that
is a sacred romance. In this engaging adventure, a supernatural adrenaline turbo-charges
the soul and turns the tongue into a trumpet. The Word of God has become an
electrocardiogram paddle in the hands of the Holy Spirit, releasing an anointed current of
revelation that revives the soul and opens the eyes. Light cascades from the Word of God
and turns the preacher into a prism, showering those listening with life-transforming
truth.

Mindling 2
Across town, another man is preparing a sermon. He pulls out a file folder,
brimming with stories, anecdotes, and illustrations. He knows what he wants to say now
he just needs some Scripture to back it up. He opens the Bible software on his laptop,
types in a key word, and peruses the entries until he finds a few verses he likes. He pieces
these verses together thematically, weaving them around his illustrations.
Unable to complete his outline, he switches translations and repeats his key word
exercise. After several translations and key word searches, he finds what he needs. He
deftly pieces it into his handsome outline and the sermon is nearly done. A slick
craftsman, he has natural speaking abilities, and the growing church he serves is a
glowing testament of his considerable gifts.
She opens the thick commentary to the passage she is preaching this Sunday. A
diligent student, she studiously labors over the books, careful to extract the best
scholarship and ground her burgeoning sermon ideas in the text. Writing sermons is hard
work but an important and necessary part of her conscientious service to First Church.
She has steadfastly resisted the temptation to preach sermons downloaded off the
Internet, something more and more of her colleagues proudly brag of doing. While
agreeing with her that preaching is important, they argue that their time could be better
spent refining the sermon and, of course, attending to the myriad number of other
responsibilities of the parish. For her, writing sermons is purely an academic exercise,
one for which she is amply gifted.
Yet another preacher has a finely tuned technique that he learned in seminary. He
was taught to follow a five-step plan faithfully each week, and he would never fail to
preach interesting and helpful sermons. Except for the occasional bump in the road, he
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was able to crank out a practical sermon each week on such relevant topics as “how to
stay successful,” “how to make wise purchases,” “how to raise happy kids,” and, “how to
find the right job.” The Bible was amazingly relevant once one knew how to use it.
These descriptions are not caricatures but reconstructions of actual pastoral
practices. The divergent nature of these practices raises the question as to how one
properly prepares a sermon. Furthermore, the question of determining which elements are
foundational and which practices are secondary must be answered. More foundationally,
one wonders if a thread could be identified that could serve to tie the whole process
together.
Analysis of the Problem
Preaching in the last twenty years has become more and more what one might call
“hi-tech.” This language is not a reference to the scientific technology industry but
instead a co-opting and expanding of the phrase to refer to the prevalent threefold
emphasis on the technical elements of preaching, different techniques, and the use of
technology in preaching. The first of these emphases, the technical elements of the
mechanics of sermon preparation, has long been a feature in the literature and has
dominated not only books on homiletics but the journals and periodicals as well.
Reviewing recent literature on homiletics reveals increased attention to the second
hi-tech emphasis, technique. New techniques in presentation, new techniques in
approach, and new methods of preaching abound with each new preaching style receiving
its own focus and corresponding methodological steps.
The third hi-tech emphasis, technology, is often touted as the cure for the
irrelevant preacher, and the latest computer software and technological tools are
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guaranteed to help the preacher prepare faster and preach better. The Internet, an
increasing influence shaping preaching praxis, showcases this emphasis from preparation
to presentation.
While the three hi-tech factors all have their place within the spectrum of
homiletics, they are clearly secondary, not foundational, issues. As the emphasis on hitech is accentuated, the by-product in preaching has increasingly become “low-text.” The
necessity of attaching the adjective “biblical” to identify it among other kinds of
preaching is an indication of this devaluing of the text in preaching. Preaching is usually
evaluated by church attenders very subjectively, and excellent communication skills or
emotional appeal become the chief evaluative elements. Fewer and fewer listeners are
able to judge the biblical accuracy or integrity of a sermon, so an objective evaluative
process in the pew is often nonexistent.
Biblical preaching makes the text foundational. Thomas G. Long says, “Preaching
is biblical when the text serves as the leading force in shaping the content and purpose of
the sermon” (58). If the biblical text is foundational to biblical preaching, then the first
task of sermon preparation must be to interpret that text accurately.
Volumes have been written on the interpretative task and the necessity of
understanding critical elements such as the literary and historical context. This literature
has served preaching well as it has been a call to return to the primacy of the text as the
foundation for preaching. Though the massive amounts of literature on this critical
approach to the text are valuable and are a better approach to sermonic material than
building a sermon around illustrations and stories, an essential, even more foundational
element is neglected.
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Not surprisingly, the same emphasis on method and technical issues in homiletics
is found in hermeneutics. Exegesis and hermeneutics are some of the best showcases of
the modern mind and its focus on critical, evaluative tools. The application of the finely
shaped Enlightenment approach to the Scriptures has produced exegetical and syntactical
diagrams of the text that are expertly dissected, grammatico-historically analyzed,
cognitively stimulating, and logically airtight. The text has been mastered and is ready to
be organized and delivered in a memorable outline.
This epigrammatic appraisal of modern hermeneutics for homiletics is not
intended to suggest the abandonment of such practices but to expose the hubris of these
critical tasks done in a way that ignores an even more foundational element.
An analysis of the literature on sermon preparation reveals the vast majority is
technique driven and formula based. Even within the literature that does not fit this
description, a shared characteristic is common to both: a surprising and marked absence
of any significant attention given to the role of prayer in seeking to understand the text
that serves as the basis of the sermon.
Biblical preaching is by definition rooted in the ideas of the text and can only be
faithful to the text to the degree that the text is accurately understood. Since the written
Word of God is an expression of the heart of God, the primary way of communicating
with God, that is, prayer, must be given a much larger and intentional role in seeking to
understand what he has inspired to be written.
In most of the literature, the role of prayer is either totally ignored or receives
what amounts to a token acknowledgement. In those works where prayer does make an
appearance, most of it is focused on utilizing prayer as a way to “prepare one’s heart” to
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preach. This “preparation of the preacher” theme is important, but the literature is too
often silent about the role of prayer in how one goes about penetrating to the heart of the
passage being studied. Considering the amount of material on the topic of sermon
preparation, very few books are available that even mention how prayer is utilized to
interpret the passage for preaching, and none that have this theme as the topic of the
book.
An argument could be made that what one generation of teachers considers
foundational and elemental becomes implicit and could, therefore, inadvertently be
omitted in the literature. In this case the lack of attention given to foundational elements
is not so much forgotten or ignored but assumed. What is an essential for one generation
is perceived as a universal after time. Then its “universal” status is projected onto others
as an unquestioned assumption, therefore, receiving little or no attention in the literature.
If the literature that is utilized to train preachers treats prayer in this way, one
wonders what the result has been in the actual practice of preparing sermons. As
preachers prepare their sermons week in and week out, a question arises as to what place
prayer is given specifically in their preparation, and even more specifically, in the
hermeneutical exercise. This question has become the driving research question behind
this study.
Initial pre-study surveys of preachers revealed that the literature has produced
what it has modeled: either prayerless preparation or asking God to anoint what he has
had nothing to do with preparing. A need existed for a much more precise examination
into the prayer practices of preachers. This research need has been a niche this study has
attempted to begin to address.
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Project Description
The study began with the need to design a research project that would facilitate a
qualitative exploration of the role of prayer among preaching pastors as they prepared
their sermons each week. In preparation for designing the project plan, I read widely and
in depth in the areas of qualitative research, sermon preparation, preaching, hermeneutics,
and prayer. This review of literature began to frame the nature and direction of the
project. The best methodological direction seemed to be to design primarily a qualitative
project that utilized a questionnaire and probing interviews to find out what role prayer
plays in the process of preparing biblical sermons.
In the pages that follow, the purpose of the research is stated and the parameters
of the study are defined through four research questions. Biblical and theological
foundations for the study are established before moving on to defining a few key terms
and summarizing some of the components of the methodology. Chapter 1 closes with an
overview of the rest of the study.
Purpose Statement
The formulation of the purpose statement shaped the direction of the study. The
stated purpose of the research was to explore the role of prayer in interpreting God’s
Word for sermon preparation among preaching pastors and to identify positive practices
that can be incorporated in current and future preparation models.
Research Questions
To determine how prayer informs the hermeneutical process of preachers
preparing sermons, the instruments used provided data to answer four questions.
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Research Question # 1
What is the role of prayer among preaching pastors in the sermon preparation
process?
Research Question # 2
How does prayer shape the hermeneutical process of sermon preparation?
Research Question # 3
What are the resources and influences that have shaped the way preachers practice
sermon preparation?
Research Question # 4
What practices can be observed from those who engage in prayerful exegesis?
Biblical/Theological Foundations
Foundational to this study is the concept of preaching as “proclaiming what we
have seen and heard.”
Revelational Preaching
The biblical lexical data that makes up the semantics of preaching is fundamental
to all studies, descriptions, and definitions of preaching. A study of the New Testament
vocabulary of preaching reveals a multifaceted endeavor involving proclamation,
witnessing, testifying, sharing good news, and reporting. While a review of this lexical
data lies outside the scope of this study, a common denominator exists among the earliest
Christian preachers that summarizes what was proclaimed, witnessed to, testified to,
shared, and reported. The preachers communicated what they have “seen and heard.”
The phrase “what we have seen and heard” refers to the words and works of
Jesus. Oddly enough, the first time the phrase appears in the New Testament, it is in the
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mouth of Jesus himself. In Luke 7, Jesus is approached by some disciples of John the
Baptist to ask if he, Jesus, is the Christ. Jesus’ response in verse 22 is highly instructive:
So he replied to the messengers, “Go back and report to John what you
have seen and heard: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who
have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good
news is preached to the poor.” (NIV)
The word “messengers” translates apangello, “to report.” This word is one of the
technical words used for preaching in the New Testament. Jesus tells him to report “what
you have seen and heard.” Preachers are messengers who report “what they have seen
and heard.”
Jesus then proceeds to describe for the messengers what they “have seen and
heard.” His description (clearly alluding to Isaiah 61:1) is a summary of his words and his
works. Here then, in this first use of the phrase “what you/we have seen and heard,” is a
foundational description of biblical preaching: proclaiming the words and works of Jesus.
The last time the phrase is used in the New Testament is from the pen of John in
his first letter: “We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may
have fellowship with us” (1 John 1:3). John was an eyewitness to the works and words of
Jesus. In verses 1 and 2, he explains this proclamation of verse 3:
That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have
seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have
touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. The life appeared;
we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life,
which was with the Father and has appeared to us. We proclaim to you
what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with
us.
The subject of his proclamation is again the words and works of Jesus Christ. Two
technical words for preaching appear in this passage: “testify” and “proclaim.” Preachers
are to testify and proclaim what they have seen and heard.
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The phrase appears twice in Acts, the first time in the mouths of Peter and John in
Acts 4:20: “For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard.” Peter and
John are responding to the command of the Sanhedrin to cease speaking and teaching
about Jesus. The content of their preaching is “what we have seen and heard,” the words
and works of Jesus.
In Acts 22:15, the phrase is used of Paul, the greatest preacher of the gospel of
Jesus. Paul is recounting his Damascus Road experience where the risen Jesus appeared
to him and spoke to him and “called him to preach.” He reports that Ananias said to him,
“The God of our fathers has chosen you to know his will and to see [emphasis mine] the
Righteous One and to hear [emphasis mine] words from his mouth.” Ananias then
continues, summarizing his call, with the words: “You will be his witness to all men of
what you have seen and heard.” In trenchant, clarion language, Paul receives his call to
be a “witness” of “what you have seen and heard.” “Witness” is one of the strongest and
most prominent words in the New Testament to describe the preaching task. Again,
consistent with this early, foundational preaching syntax, is the content of the preaching:
“what we have seen and heard.”
The early Christian preachers were very clear about their role and their subject
matter. They had one call and one message: they were to report, testify, witness to, and
proclaim “what they had seen and heard.” This phrase became a clear reference to the
teaching, miracles, and actions of Jesus as he walked this earth as an itinerant rabbi as
well as his redemptive words and work on the cross and the giving of the Holy Spirit. The
apostolic preachers were eyewitnesses of these events: both the didactic and the
redemptive. Both are revelatory; both are the basis for Christian proclamation.
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With the death of the apostles, the apostolic age came to a close. No more
eyewitnesses were alive to extend the proclamation. The immediacy and intimate
acquaintance of the content of proclamation was in danger of being lost. Instead of
proclaiming “what we have seen and heard,” the distance from the physical revelation of
Jesus Christ would seemingly dilute the message into merely proclaiming “what has been
passed down to us.” Indeed, oral tradition accounted for much of the post-apostolic
tradition that was transmitted until the canon of the Scriptures was established.
Transmission of the oral tradition was a very important part of extending the message.
Nevertheless, post-apostolic preachers from the second century down to today have more
than oral tradition to proclaim. I contend in the following paragraphs that using the
scriptural phraseology of New Testament proclamation, the nature of post-apostolic
proclamation remains the same: “we proclaim what we have seen and heard.”
Early Christian teaching declared Jesus as the Word of God. As the Logos of God,
Jesus comprehensively represented the prophetic, life-giving, revelatory power found in
the Old Testament concept of dabar and merged these transcendent realities with a
radical immanence in the Incarnation. John 1:1-14 declares Jesus was the Word of God
made flesh. As the Logos, Jesus is the living Word of God. To see and hear Jesus Christ
was to see and hear the Word of God. After the death and resurrection of Jesus, the
apostles utilized this word, logos, to refer to the message they proclaimed. Logos now
represented the Christian gospel, the revelatory message of God’s redemptive plan
through Jesus Christ. This logos, this message, became the content of proclamation for all
Christian heralds.
As this message was recorded in written form, it became, under the inspiration of
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the Holy Spirit, the written logos of God. In John 1:14, Jesus, as the living Word, is the
one in whom God reveals his hidden glory and makes himself known to his people. In
Jesus, the living Word, God meets with his people. Likewise, in the written Word of God,
God meets with his people and reveals his glory.
As preachers study the written Word of God, the revelation of what they see and
hear becomes the nature and content of what is proclaimed. The nature of proclamation
remains the same: the Word that has been “seen and heard.” “Seen and heard” refer to the
content that is discovered in the process of interpretation as one prayerfully studies and
interacts with the written Word of God.
Just as the biblical eyewitnesses reported their encounters with Jesus Christ, so
modern interpreters are eyewitness reporters of their encounters with the Living Word in
the written Word. Preachers are servants of the Scriptures, inspired and illuminated
through the Spirit. This interrelationship between servant, Scripture, and Spirit reflects
and reveals three more theological foundations: Scripture as authoritative Word,
illumination by the Holy Spirit, and, prayer as communication with God.
Scripture as Authoritative Word
Out of his desire to relate, communicate, and interact with people, God has given
the Scriptures as a record of his ongoing revelation. These are the writings of the ways
and words of God. The Bible is the revelation of God. The Bible is also the human
recording of the revelation of God. The Scriptures, are at the same time, both the divine
revelation and the human record of that revelation. Donald G. Bloesch notes this
description is not to say that they are “partly the Word of God and partly the word of
man” (52). The Bible is not the word of humans or human’s opinions about God. The
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Bible is the Word of God revealed and recorded in human language.
Second Timothy 3:16 speaks of “all Scripture” as being “God-breathed.”
Benjamin B. Warfield points out that the Greek word theopneustos is often mistranslated
as “inspiration” (e.g., KJV; NASB; RSV; NLT;) implying that God breathed into the text,
or God gave the text life as he did Adam in Genesis 2 by “breathing into” him. The Greek
word literally means “God-spiration,” “God-spired,” or “God breathed.” The idea is that
“God breathed out” the text, not “breathed in” (in-spired) the text. The Scriptures are the
product of God’s creative work, “breathed out” by him (132-33).
Therefore, to say that the people who wrote the books of the Bible are “inspired,”
is more correct than to say the Scriptures are “inspired,” since the Scriptures themselves
(2 Tim. 3:16) testify that they are “breathed out” by God. The Scriptures are not the
product of humans that God came and filled (i.e., that God came and “inspired”); they are
from God himself. Nevertheless, primarily from this passage, the Church has formulated
the doctrine of the inspiration of the Scriptures. The doctrine is sound, though the
language is imprecise. To say that the Scriptures are inspired is to say their source is from
God. “The doctrine of inspiration is a declaration that the Scriptures have their origin in
God” (Marshall 44). As a God-breathed message, the Word of God is God personally
revealing himself through the pages of Scripture. God is speaking through this Word; he
is initiating communication.
The fact that the Scriptures originate from God and are God breathed is what
gives the Scripture authority. The Bible is the Word of God, and the authority of the
Scriptures is the source of authority for biblical preaching, i.e. preaching that comes out
of the Word of God. The authority of preaching is grounded firmly on the authority of
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Scripture being the God-breathed Word of God. Preachers are not the authority; they are
servants of the Scriptures that carry the authority.
Illumination by the Holy Spirit
Biblical preaching finds its authority in the Scriptures, but biblical preaching is
not merely the reading or reciting of the authoritative Scriptures. The Scriptures need to
be interpreted and they must be interpreted correctly. To say that the Scriptures are Godbreathed does not imply that the meaning is automatically obvious to everyone.
Since humanity’s ability to hear from God has been severely compromised by the
Fall, God by his Spirit not only inspires his Word to be written, but he also gives his
Spirit as the illuminator of Scripture. The Holy Spirit is the inspirer and illuminator of the
Word of God. He makes possible the communication God intends. Anthony Thiselton
argues for the necessary role of the Holy Spirit in understanding the biblical revelation,
explaining that the only way people can understand God’s revelation is because “the
Holy Spirit is active in interpreting the word of God to men” (89).
The illumination of the Scripture is the work of the Spirit in opening the meaning
of the text to the interpreter. Carl Henry defines illumination as that activity “whereby the
hearers and readers of the scriptural Word grasp the content of revelation” (14). The Holy
Spirit gives light to our darkened understanding so humanity can properly interpret the
Word of God. First Corinthians 2:12 says, “We have received not the spirit of the world,
but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand [emphasis mine] what God has
freely given us.”
The illuminating work of the Spirit is constitutive to understanding the Scriptures
(Grudem 644-45). William Law adds, “Without the present illumination of the Holy
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Spirit, the word of God must remain a dead letter to every man, no matter how intelligent
or well-educated he may be” (61). The Holy Spirit opens the truth of Scripture to be
understood by fallen humanity. He gives light into the meaning of the text so that it can
be interpreted correctly. This illumination comes as a result of engaging in interpreting
the text. Illumination is not a theophany where God breaks unannounced into our
experience, but an enlightening, where insight and perception of the meaning of Scripture
dawn upon the interpreter as a result of prayerful study. Illumination comes as the result
of a process of engaging in the text, led and guided by the Holy Spirit.
Therefore, the Holy Spirit plays an essential role in the ability to communicate
with God. Without the Spirit, the Scriptures would not exist. Without the Scriptures, no
reliable, objective revelation of the nature and character of God would be available.
Without the Spirit as illuminator of Scripture, it would be impossible to understand the
revelation of Scripture (Boice 55-56). Finally, without the Spirit, prayer is rendered
impotent. The Spirit is active in prayer, giving the desire to pray, opening the Scriptures
through prayer and guiding and shaping our thoughts toward God.
Prayer as Communication with God
God is portrayed throughout the Scriptures as a communicating God. He is a
relational and personal being. He reveals his glory, he speaks to his people, he gives
words to his prophets, and he responds to inquiries. God is a God who speaks. Christians
read God’s Word to encounter him and receive communication such as guidance,
comfort, strength, and support from him. Communication back to him is through the gift
of prayer. Prayer is God’s gift to humanity in order to enjoy relationship with him. E. M.
Bounds says, “Prayer is the contact of a living soul with God” (30).
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This relationship is why prayer is referred to in virtually every book of the Bible.
Paul says to “pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests”
(Eph. 6:18). The whole book of Psalms is a prayer book serving both as the psalmists’
prayers to God as well as the textbook to teach future generations how to pray. Each of
the great men and women in the Bible who enjoyed an intimate relationship with God are
found to be men and women of prayer. Abraham, Moses, David, Elijah, Esther, John, and
Paul are all portrayed as people of prayer.
A natural cycle of communication is pictured through the interrelationship of the
Scriptures and prayer. God initiates communication with people through the Scriptures.
We hear his message through his Word and respond back in prayer. Hans Urs von
Balthasar captures the communication cycle as clearly as any: “Prayer is communication,
in which God’s word has the initiative and we at first, are simply listeners. Consequently,
what we have to do is, first, listen to God’s word and then, through that word, learn how
to answer” (12). Prayer is our communication back to God as we respond to his
communication to us.
Preaching, as communication to people from the Word of God, must be saturated
with praying, primary communication with God. The role of prayer in the life of a
preacher is central to the preaching task. Bounds penned an entire book, Power through
Prayer, that he later republished under the title Preacher and Prayer, to expound on the
central role of prayer in the life of the preacher:
The preacher must be preeminently a man of prayer. His heart must
graduate in the school of prayer. In the school of prayer only can the heart
learn to preach. No learning can make up for the failure to pray. No
earnestness, no diligence, no study, no gifts will supply its lack. Talking to
men for God is a great thing, but talking to God for men is greater still. He
will never talk well and with real success to men for God who has not
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learned well how to talk to God for men. (31)
For Bounds, prayer is the foundational element of all effective preaching.
Prayer is an expansive relational activity with God, and this expansiveness is
reflected in the multifaceted forms of prayer. Richard Foster in his book Prayer: Finding
the Heart’s True Home explores twenty-one different kinds of prayer. In each one of
them, prayer is a Scripture-shaped response of communication back to God. From
meditative prayer, where we pray the Scriptures back to God, to contemplative prayer,
where we silently rest in a passage or word from Scripture, the best prayer is Scripturesaturated communication with God. Foster adds, “We must first have our minds filled
with and disciplined by Scripture before we can, with genuine profit, enter into the
presence of the Holy in unmediated communion” (145-46). Prayer that is not shaped and
informed by Scripture becomes shallow and trite. Tremper Longman, III says, “Prayer
without Bible reading is narcissistic. We hear ourselves but not God” (39).
Prayer is the totality of a life communing with God. Guided and shaped by the
Holy Spirit, prayer encompasses spoken words to God and unspoken thoughts towards
him. Through prayer, we express our dependence on, and need for, God. Prayer is
foundational to communication with God and, therefore, to interaction with him through
his Word.
Definition of Terms
For the sake of clarity, several terms that are technical to the study, or are used in
other than generally understood ways, are defined here. In addition, I have coined several
terms for the study.
Preaching pastors is a distinguishing phrase that recognizes that not every pastor
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is a regular preacher and is specifically meant to isolate that group of pastors who have as
part of their vocation regular preaching duties.
A prayerful pastor is a descriptive phrase used to indicate that the pastor is
engaged in a regular life of paying attention to God, listening for his voice, and
communicating to him in a rhythmic, consistent pattern.
Prayerful exegesis refers to a particular way of studying God’s Word. Prayerful
exegesis is a thoughtful, meditative, prayerful studying of the text seeking to hear God’s
heart through God’s words. It combines revelation and reason, analysis and submission,
expectation and examination, investigation and interaction. Prayerful exegesis is a
meditative exploration seeking revelation into the meaning of a text via a relational
interaction with God, his Word, and other exegetical tools.
Hermeneutical prayer and prayerful hermeneutics are phrases coined for this
study that are almost synonymous with prayerful exegesis. Hermeneutical prayer is a
kind of praying one does when reading the Bible, intentionally seeking to interpret the
text. Beyond the subconscious, interpretive reading people do every time they read or
study, the practice of prayerful hermeneutics intentionalizes the reading and seeks to
interpret the text in a prayerful, purposive manner. The praying need not be formal, but it
is intentional.
An “Aha! Moment” is that moment in interpreting a text when insight into the text
becomes consciously clear. The moment may or may not be attended by an emotional
reaction on the part of the interpreter. It describes a moment of interpretive clarity that
has a dawning or enlightening aspect to it.
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Methodology
The primary nature of this study has been qualitative though classic quantitative
tools and methods have been employed as well. The qualitative method of purposeful
sampling through semi-structured interviewing was utilized to collect the principal data.
Composing the population, however, introduced several quantitative methods. A
questionnaire sent to fifteen thousand preachers via a Web newsletter quantified some
sermon preparation practices of preachers while simultaneously narrowing the population
sample through select criteria. The Web-based questionnaire was composed of eight
questions. A copy of the questionnaire can be found in Appendix A.
Filtering the population through the questionnaire yielded a reduced population
but still produced too many subjects to interview. Therefore a randomization
methodology was employed to generate a population to interview and research. The
randomization methodology produced thirty subjects to interview.
The interviews were conducted utilizing a semi-structured interview protocol
consisting of nine primary questions. I designed the research instrument and
administrated the interviews. The interviews were conducted via telephone with
preparatory details handled via e-mail and telephone. Each interview was audio taped and
then transcribed in order to provide a verbatim record of the answers and comments. A
list of the interview questions and protocol can be found in Appendix B.
Subjects
The questionnaire population was comprised of fifteen thousand select
subscribers to a popular sermon help Web site frequented by seventy thousand pastors a
week. The interview population was comprised of thirty Protestant pastors who preach
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regularly in a local church. They represented a cross-section of age, theological
persuasion, and geographical location. The interviewees were chosen based on the
following criteria:
1. Education. The subject must have earned a master’s degree or equivalent from
a seminary where they were taught how to prepare sermons;
2. Experience. The subject must have served as a regular “preaching pastor” for at
least five years;
3. Frequency of preaching. The subject must currently be a preacher who preaches
on a regular basis;
4. Method. The subject must practice a pattern of preparing their own original
sermons instead of preaching or adapting others’ sermons; and,
5. Prayerful preachers. The subject must view prayer as essential to the process of
sermon preparation demonstrated by practicing prayerful study and preparation.
The structure of the interviews was a combination of select-response and openended questions with “optional probing” (William Wiersma 187-88) as necessary.
Variables
The primary variables of this study were the prayer life and study patterns of the
preacher. Pertinent dependent variables were ministry experience (beyond the five-year
minimum preaching experience), age, formative experiences in life, where the subject
went to school, theological and ecclesiastical persuasion, personality type, gender, and
spiritual gifts. The independent variables were the questions introduced in each of the
semi-structured interviews unique to each interview.
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Instrumentation
Two researcher-designed instruments were utilized in this study. The first was an
online questionnaire designed to form a homogeneous purposeful sample group to be
interviewed (see Appendix A). The second instrument was a semi-structured interview
protocol with nine primary questions (see Appendix B). Pilot studies and pretests were
done for both the questionnaire and the interview questions to field test the instruments
and train and prepare the interviewer further. The names of the pastors interviewed have
been kept confidential to protect the identity of the subjects.
Data Collection
The data for this study on the role of prayer in sermon preparation was collected
by identifying and interviewing thirty pastors who fit the predetermined criteria for the
study. This criteria included their being preaching pastors who were seminary trained,
had five years of preaching experience, were currently preaching regularly, prepared their
own original sermons, practiced prayerful exegesis, and were willing to be interviewed to
explore the role of prayer and hermeneutics for homiletics.
The interviews were conducted via phone. The interviews were recorded and
transcribed. The data from the interviews was analyzed and arranged into an organized,
reportable format.
Delimitations and Generalizability
The primary qualitative nature of this study generally hinders the generalizability
of the research. The criterion for identifying and selecting participants to be interviewed
for this study included several subjective elements and was limited to the homogeneous
purposeful sample I had developed. Every effort has been made to ensure consistency in
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the research process, thereby increasing internal validity. The internal validity was also
strengthened by having only one researcher collect and evaluate the data.
The question of external validity is impacted by the qualitative nature of the study
as well. Due to the small number of participants in the interviews, authoritative, broad
generalizations would not be warranted; however, the definitiveness of the homogeneous
sampling group does have generalizability among preachers who fit the criteria outlined
for the sampling group. Because the criteria were basic pastoral qualifications (versus
overly demanding credentials that would have created an elite class of preachers), an
argument for generalizability may be made. The vital importance of the role of prayer in
sermon preparation was underlined and emphasized. Every person who prepares a
sermon can benefit greatly from increased vitality in this area. I hope that the role of
prayer in sermon preparation will be given increased attention wherever the Bible is
preached leading to an extensive generalizability of this study.
Overview of Remaining Chapters
Chapter 2 begins by concentrating on some biblical and theological precedents for
this study. Then, an historical review of the literature is presented in the areas of
preaching, hermeneutics, illumination, sermon preparation, and prayer to see how the role
of prayer informs sermon preparation. Because the study utilized the method of semistructured interviews, in Chapter 3 the literature on the research design method of
interviewing is also reviewed. Chapter 3 presents an examination and explanation of the
project design, methods of research, and data analysis. Then, in Chapter 4, a detailed
analysis of the data from the interviews leads into a report of the major results of the
study. Chapter 5 concludes the study by providing interpretation of the findings as well as
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some observations and suggestions for future sermon preparation practices.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF SELECTED LITERATURE
One of the popular metaphors utilized to describe preaching is the metaphor of
standing at an intersection between two different paths. The most commonly heard
metaphor pictures preachers standing at the intersection of the world of the Bible and the
world of today. Good preaching takes both worlds into consideration and connects the
ancient world with the contemporary one. John R. W. Stott’s language, from which his
preaching text gets its name, Between Two Worlds, is reflective of this metaphor. Stott
quotes Karl Barth’s famous statement of preaching with “the Bible in one hand and the
daily newspaper in the other” as an illustration of this approach (149).
Another intersection that exists is that of the two paths of the listener and the
preacher. More specifically, preaching stands at an intersection of processes in the lives
of the preacher and the listener. These processes are the development of faith and
spiritual maturity in the lives of both the preacher and the hearers.
Paul says in Romans 10:17 that “faith comes by hearing and hearing by the Word
of God.” The purpose of biblical preaching is life transformation and faith development.
Prepared and proclaimed under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, the words of the sermon
are intended to contribute to the transformational process at work in the life of the
listener. Biblical preaching serves as a catalyst that begins or inspires progress in the
process of life transformation. That catalyst may come in the form of initiating,
instigating, interrupting, or inspiring.
What is often an initiating or instigating point in the life of the hearers is
simultaneously a cumulative point for the preacher. Where the hearers and preacher meet
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is a critical intersection. The one who preaches delivers the results of a multifaceted
process of preparation. The sermon is the end product of a preparation process that
involves a huge array of what might be called “macro factors” and “micro factors.”
The macro factor is the life of the preacher. This factor is a combination of all the
formative life experiences at work in a preacher’s life. God is at work in the life of each
person forming Christ in them. One of the most famous definitions of preaching is from
Phillips Brooks’ well-known Yale Lectures where he says, “Preaching is the bringing of
truth through personality” (5). Each sermon is a unique event partly because of the life
preparation that has gone into developing the preacher.
Brooks’ idea of personality is largely the cumulative effect of life preparation on
the preacher. In this sense, all of life is preparation for preaching and for each sermon.
Bounds says, “Preaching is not the performance of an hour. It is the outflow of a life. It
takes twenty years to make a sermon, because it takes twenty years to make a man” (8).
The literature of sermon preparation is rich with this theme, albeit with different
labels. The devotional life, spiritual formation, spiritual disciplines, preparation of the
preacher, and personal piety are all labels used to describe this important macro factor of
sermon preparation.
Preparing to preach a sermon is a lifelong process of development and spiritual
formation. Regularly practicing the disciplines of prayer and spiritual reading of the Bible
develops the life of the Spirit in preachers and give them an authentic voice to proclaim
God’s truth. No substitute exists for a life of preparation and formation under God’s
Word, so that preaching emerges out of the life of God in the preacher. Attending to this
process with intentionality greatly enhances and multiplies the preacher’s growth in grace
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and ability to handle accurately the truth of God’s Word. Preparation for preaching is a
whole life process.
In addition to the macro factor of the preparation process, a micro factor also
exists. This factor encompasses the traditional sermon preparation elements of reading
the text, doing exegesis and hermeneutics, distilling the sermonic idea, and shaping the
sermon. Formulas abound in this process, and the vast majority of sermon preparation
literature explains and outlines each author’s own variation on these major themes and
stages.
This review is designed to recognize the role of prayer in the macro factor but to
focus more specifically on the micro factor, and, in fact, zero in on a particular element of
the micro process: prayer. While certainly recognizing the constitutive role prayer plays
in the preparation of the preacher as a person being formed into the image of Christ, I
chose to focus more narrowly in this study on the role of prayer in the intentional, actual
preparation of the sermon itself. For purposes of illustration, one might contrast these two
roles as prayer in the months and years before the sermon versus prayer in the week
before the sermon. Again, one is the macro view, the other, the micro view.
This study explored the “microcosmic” role of prayer in the hermeneutical task of
interpreting the text. While only one facet of the sermon preparation process, prayerful
exegesis has cosmic implications in the overall process of sermon preparation.
Biblical Precedents of Prayerful Hermeneutics
Prayerfully studying God’s revelation for preaching is not a concept that emerged
after the Bible was written. Within the pages of the Bible itself, many illustrations of
prayerful hermeneutics exist. These examples provide a precedent that informs and
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guides all future interpretation. This chapter serves as a review of the role of prayer in
biblical interpretation for preaching through a panoramic view that begins with the Bible
and moves through Church history. I chose some representative preachers from the
history of preaching and from their writings highlight the role prayer played in this vital
aspect of sermon preparation.
Psalms
In the magisterial Psalm 119, the psalmist models an example of prayerful study
at its best. In this Torah-saturated Psalm, the psalmist illustrates his use of prayer to
discover the meaning and capture the essence of God’s Word. In verse 11, he hides God’s
Word in his heart; in verse 15 he meditates on God’s precepts, considering God’s ways.
The psalmist moves back and forth between describing his action of prayerful meditation
and study of God’s law to directing his language toward God in prayer. He poetically
describes the practice of ruminating on God’s law and then addresses God and cries out
for understanding and insight. Verse 27 says, “Let me understand the teaching of your
precepts; then I will mediate on your wonders.” In verse 34, he echoes the cry: “Give me
understanding and I will keep your law.” This language reflects a heart eager for
revelation and relationship, calling out to God in earnest prayer.
In verse 48, the psalmist uses a biblical idiom for prayer: “I lift up my hands” to
the commands of God. This expression of prayer is then echoed in the corresponding
synonymous parallelism with the phrase: “I meditate on your decrees.” This verse helps
to define an important biblical practice: meditation. Biblical meditation is seeking to hear
God’s voice in God’s Word.
The key verse for this study is in verse 18, where the psalmist shifts from
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recording his activity to articulating a direct prayer for insight into God’s Word: “Open
my eyes that I may see wonderful things in your law.” This prayer voices the cry of his
heart and a deep yearning that theologians would later call a prayer for illumination
(Zuck 124; Klooster 451).
The word translated “open” is a strong and colorful word with forceful overtones
that is used here figuratively “to strip back and reveal.” This constitutive word for
understanding hermeneutics underscores the image of revealing what is embedded in the
text. The psalmist prays that God may open his eyes. The word for “eye,” nabat, is not
the typical word for eye but instead is the word for intensive looking, beholding, and
studying.
The picture here is of searching and examining, scouring the landscape for
insight. The whole phrase “open my eyes” is actually quite similar to the English
expression “keeping one’s eyes peeled.” The key for this study is not that the psalmist is
recording his activity of intense study but that he is expressing it as a prayer and
displaying the process as soaked in prayer.
The psalmist is studying intensely and seeking God’s help to do so, with a clear
purpose in mind. That purpose is the next word in the prayer: pala’. Translated in the
New International Version as “wonderful,” the image is once again very colorful and
dramatic. The word means “difficult to understand,” “beyond one’s power to grasp,” “a
surpassing wonder.”
Pala’ is used by several of the writers of the Old Testament and is a favorite word
to describe the wonders of God’s ways and God’s truth which is so far beyond human
understanding as to be non-understandable unless revelation takes place (Ps. 131:1; Job
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5:9; Is. 29:14). Without this revelation, truth about God is not able to be grasped by the
natural mind, which, of course, is why the prayer is offered.
The clear implication is that without the revelatory work of God in the heart and
mind of the seeker, the vault that contains the truth of God’s Word is closed and locked.
Prayerful study is the key that unlocks God’s treasure. A quick perusal of Psalm 119
reveals that this verse and the truth it teaches is not unique to verse 18. Prayer language
inundates this Psalm as the psalmist illustrates the Hebraic mind-set of holistic pursuit of
God and his truth as recorded in his Word.
The result of this pursuit is not just increased knowledge of God. In verse 46, the
psalmist says, “I will speak of your statutes before kings, and will not be put to shame.”
The verse actually sounds quite similar to what the Apostle Paul would write in Romans
1:16: “I am not ashamed of the gospel.” One wonders if Paul was deliberately echoing
the psalmist’s assertion in his letter to the Christians of Rome.
Just as Paul was giving notice that he was not ashamed to preach the Word of
God, the psalmist boldly proclaims his willingness to speak from God’s Word. The word
for speak is the word dabar, a broad and popular word that often means “to declare or to
witness,” technical words for preaching or heralding. In this context, the declaration is
before kings, which certainly has a testifying, witnessing atmosphere to it. The psalmist
says, “when I stand up to witness before kings, I will declare the content of what you
have shown me and revealed to me from your Word.”
Because of the psalmist’s prayerful study, his meditative searching, and intensely
devotional pursuit of understanding God’s Word, he then is able to stand in front of men
and kings and unashamedly proclaim the truth. This chapter represents powerful
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proclamation informed by prayerful study.
Post-Exilic
Years later, when Israel was fresh from exile, God raised up one of the greatest
preachers in the Old Testament to teach Israel God’s truth and lead them out of covenantbreaking lifestyles. His story is recorded in the book that bears his name, Ezra. He, too,
was a student of God’s Word who combined diligence in study with devotion in prayer,
which resulted in effectiveness in preaching/teaching.
Very few preachers in the Bible received the kind of response Ezra did. While
most prophets and preachers were ignored, placated, rejected, or even killed, Ezra spoke
one of the hardest messages a prophet had to speak, “put away your wives and children,”
and lived to tell about it. The people had disobeyed the covenant of God and had taken
foreign wives for themselves.
Ezra came preaching and teaching that all the men of Israel who had foreign
wives and children had to send them away: global divorce, family breakups, and
domestic chaos. The writer records in Ezra 10:12 that the reply of the people was, “You
are right! We must do as you say!”
Ezra 7:10 displays Ezra’s pattern of preparation for teaching: “For Ezra had
prepared his heart to seek the Law of the LORD, and to do it, and to teach statutes and
ordinances in Israel” (NKJ). Three factors stand out about Ezra’s preaching: heart
preparation combined with diligent study, obedience to apply and obey what he learned,
and the commitment to teach truth to others. Specific to this study, what is most striking
about the verse is the language of “preparing his heart to seek” linked with “the Law of
the LORD.”
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The Hebrew word for heart, lebab, is a common word used with “seek” to
designate prayerful activity. The language of Psalm 119 examined above again echoes
this activity. In addition to the verses mentioned previously, verse 10 of Psalm 119 is
another example: “I will seek you with all of my heart.” This seeking is what Ezra was
doing–prayerfully, meditatively studying the Law of the LORD. His ensuing teaching
ministry resulted in one of the most remarkable responses recorded among the people of
Israel: they listened and obeyed.
Gospels
Both the Old and New Testaments are replete with examples of prophets,
preachers, and teachers modeling lives of prayer. Jesus himself may be the greatest
example as Mark especially seems to link his effectiveness in ministry with his vital
prayer life (Mark 1:35-39). The purpose of this study, however, is not to simply link
prayer and preaching but to probe the role of prayer in interpreting God’s Word as
preparation for preaching.
One of the concerns of this study is that recent generations of homiletical training
have neglected to pass on the vital role of prayer in interpreting the Bible for preaching.
Theological education is crucial to the extension of the Church and faith. Church history
records a theological pedagogy that was far more discipleship oriented than what is
typically taught today. The institutional academy has too often become purely academic,
and holistic education is left to a hopeful serendipitous assimilation of disparate elements
of theological training.
This pedagogy directly contrasts with the model of theological training seen in the
New Testament. Hughes Oliphant Old views Jesus as operating out of the rabbinical
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model and a significant part of his “training” of the disciples was the development of a
“school of preachers” (1: 112 ff.). Jesus modeled a classic rabbinical method of gathering
a following of disciples who lived with him and who caught the faith while they were
taught the faith. Jesus taught the disciples far more than a theological system; he taught
them a way of life, a way of leadership, and a way of training others in the life of
discipleship. He taught them how to pray. He taught them how to preach. He taught them
how to prepare to preach. His emphasis on prayer and his constant reference to the
Scriptures set a pattern for what would become the first Christian preachers.
Acts of the Apostles
This pattern is seen early in the book of Acts, as the first thing the disciples do
after Jesus’ ascension is to pray, study the Scriptures, and preach. Acts 1:14 records the
disciples all gathered together continually for prayer. The larger context seems to suggest
they were doing more than just praying. They were prayerfully studying the Scriptures.
The next verse pictures Peter standing up and addressing the group gathered there. Then
he quotes two obscure Scriptures from the psalms (69:25 and 109:8), links them together,
provides an exposition, and draws an application.
The very next scene, Acts 2, records Peter preaching in response to the queries
concerning the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. Peter’s sermon is saturated with Scripture,
accompanied by explanation. One wonders where he came up with all these Scriptures
and his understanding of them. The only two explanations seem to be that he either had
been studying them with the 120 or that God just dropped them into his head. The fact
that he quotes from an obscure passage in Psalm 110, and that this passage was one
which his colleagues would come to quote more than any other in the Old Testament,
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points to the probability that some communal studying has been occurring. The disciples
have been praying together for fifty days (and, perhaps, prayerfully reading the Scriptures
in the tradition of David, Ezra, and Jesus). Behind the scenes, a picture emerges of
powerful preaching built on prayerful meditation and study of the Scriptures.
The preaching of Acts 2 is the first occurrence of Christian proclamation, and this
preaching appears to be built on a combination of prayer and study of the Scriptures. The
explosion of Scripture quotation that comes from those fifty days of prayer is remarkable.
This assertion is not to discount the coming and impact of the Holy Spirit; rather, it
heightens his coming. One of the marks of the Holy Spirit is insight into the Scriptures.
Prayer, plus reading and studying of Scriptures, plus the Holy Spirit, equals
understanding and insight into the Scriptures. This combination of factors is seen again
and again throughout Church history.
Acts 6 is another fascinating passage to look at through the eyes of prayerful
study of God’s Word. Luke clearly demonstrates in this passage how the apostles viewed
their primary role. While the main point of Acts 6 is the sharing of ministry, Luke’s
description of the work of the apostles is noteworthy. He says they needed to be relieved
of routine duties in order to give themselves to “prayer and the ministry of the Word” (v.
4). These two ministry functions are not necessarily two separate activities as is often
supposed. While viewing them as separate is a very fair interpretation, this phrase may
also be seen as a reference to the apostles prayerfully searching the Scriptures and
preparing to share what they are discovering. This verse, in fact, could be the first direct
reference to the apostles’ sermon preparation methods: they prayerfully searched, studied,
and meditated on the Old Testament. What they discovered, they preached. They
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preached what they had “seen and heard.”
Epistles
One of the fascinating studies of the New Testament is to see how the first
generation of the church would pass on the faith to the next. No one sheds as much light
on this process as does Paul, and no relationship is more illuminating to this process than
that of his relationship with Timothy. In his second canonical letter to this “son in the
faith” (2 Tim. 1:2), Paul reflects the kind of passion and urgency seen in the Gospels’
record of Jesus’ last days with his disciples. Paul, the aging apostle, very aware of the
brevity of his remaining ministry, passionately reminds and teaches Timothy of the
essentials of ministry. One can trace his concern throughout his letters to Timothy that
Timothy accurately pass on what has been given him. Paul seems intent on passing along
not only the content of his teaching but his way of life, his way of carrying out his
ministry. He is modeling theological training that is holistic.
Within the first fourteen verses, Paul is already beginning to emphasize this theme
of passing on what he has received. He challenges Timothy not to be timid in the face of
hardship and persecution but to pass on the faith accurately amidst rising storms of
adversity. Verse 13 says, “What you heard from me, keep as the pattern of sound
teaching.” The “pattern” Paul refers to is more than just accurate teaching: it includes the
way he went about teaching accurately. Paul is deeply concerned that accurate teaching is
being passed on. This concern is the main point, however, another typical Pauline theme
is present here as well: Paul is setting himself, not just a teaching, as an example to be
followed. This pattern is typical Pauline pedagogy.
In 1 Corinthians 4:16, Paul writes, “Therefore I urge you to imitate me.”
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Interestingly, here in a letter to the Corinthians, Timothy’s name appears. Paul links
Timothy to his call for the Corinthians to imitate him in the very next verse (17): “For
this reason I am sending to you Timothy, my son whom I love, who is faithful in the
Lord. He will remind you of my way of life in Christ Jesus, which agrees with what I
teach everywhere in every church.” Paul says “for this reason,” for the purpose of
sharing with you “my way of life” [emphasis mine] that I want you to imitate, I am
sending Timothy. Paul was concerned with passing on a way of living the Christian life,
and he was not shy at all about calling people to imitate the way he lived as a Christian.
Returning to 2 Timothy, Paul is concerned that Timothy pattern his way of life as
a preacher and church leader after Paul’s. Paul is not simply concerned with teaching
about a life of discipleship as he is with the Corinthians; he is now concerned about
passing on leadership. He is addressing a way of doing theological leadership, a way of
living a life as a pastoral leader who preaches the gospel of Jesus Christ. Paul is setting
himself up as a model to be imitated in every way: his life, his teaching, his preaching,
his leadership, and his patterns of doing ministry.
Throughout 2 Timothy, Paul is just as concerned with Timothy’s way of life as he
is about his teaching. Paul understands that truth and life are interconnected. He
understands that the way a preacher lives impacts the message the preacher gives. So, in
3:10 he clearly reiterates this point. He says to Timothy, you “know all about my
teaching, my way of life, my purpose.” Again, Paul links his life message with his
lifestyle; his way of teaching with his way of life.
Clearly, for Paul, sound teaching is not enough. This emphasis is true for any
disciple of Christ, but even more so for Christian leaders and preachers. Second Timothy
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is all about how Christian preachers are to live their lives. His words become counsel for
the Christian and pedagogy for the preacher.
•

In this light, Paul’s words in 2:7 are all the more interesting. After passing

on teaching concerning how a Christian leader and preacher should live, he encourages
Timothy to “reflect on what I am saying, for the Lord will give you insight into all this.”
This language of “reflect” is what the Old Testament referred to as meditation: the
spiritual exercise of “listening” to the text, interacting with a word or phrase, savoring the
truth, and extracting every nuance of meaning so as to understand fully what was written.
•

Using English versions as a measurement, strictly speaking, meditation is

not a New Testament word. No Greek word is translated as “meditate” in any of the
common English translations. Since the word here for reflect, noeo, is based on the word
nous, mind, one could argue that “to reflect” is strictly a rational, cognitive exercise. Not
only would that assertion misrepresent a biblical understanding of how the mind is seen
as holistically interpenetrating with the heart and soul, it would ignore the rest of this
verse. Paul continues in verse 7 saying, “Reflect on these things and the Lord will give
you insight [emphasis mine] into all of this.”
•

As Timothy reflects upon and considers what the Holy Spirit has inspired

Paul to write, Paul promises that the Lord will give him insight. This reflection is a
decidedly spiritual task. Matthew Henry explains Paul’s instruction:

•

Observe, it is God who gives understanding. The most intelligent man
needs more and more of this gift. If he who gave the revelation in the word
does not give the understanding in the heart, we are nothing. Together
with our prayers for others, that the Lord would give them understanding
in all things, we must exhort and stir them up to consider what we say, for
consideration is the way to understand, remember, and practise, what we
hear or read. (838)
The task of any interpreter is to read what has been written in the Word of God
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and reflect on it, anticipating the Lord will give the necessary insight. This task is
thoroughly consistent with the same concept seen previously: prayerful study of God’s
Word resulting in accurate understanding.
Though Paul was not aware that he was speaking to the ages as a canonical writer,
he was very boldly aware that he was speaking for God. Paul bore the mantle of apostolic
leadership with a humble confidence that enabled him to write as “from the Lord” (1 Cor.
14:37). Peter himself recognized Paul’s authoritative writing and equated it with
Scripture in 2 Pet. 3:16. So, already in the first century, to study and to reflect on Paul’s
writing was to study and reflect on Scripture. As his mentor, Paul reminds Timothy and
challenges him to imitate his way of life as an interpreter, preacher, and leader.
Paul’s own prayerful reflection on God’s Word yielded revelatory insights into
the Old Testament that he preached with power and passion. Changed by his own
listening for the heart of God as he studied and reflected on the Word of God, Paul now
wanted to pass on to others the revelation he had received. Throughout all of his letters is
a tone of revelation. In Galatians, Paul is adamant that he did not get “his teaching” from
listening to the apostles or anyone else but through listening to God as he studied and
reflected on the Scriptures. Listening for the voice of God in the Word of God is
foundational for Paul’s preaching. The Spirit of wisdom and revelation is paramount for
understanding the mystery of the gospel. Therefore, Paul’s letters are full of prayers for
this same Spirit of wisdom and revelation to be given to the churches:
I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father,
may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know
him better. I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in
order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches
of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and his incomparably great power
for us who believe. (Eph. 1:17-18)
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For Paul, neither the mystery of the gospel nor the hope of salvation can be understood
apart from the revelatory work of the Holy Spirit.
Post-Biblical Prayerful Hermeneutics
As the apostolic age came to a close, so did the age of eyewitnesses to the events
of Jesus and the cross. The next generation of preachers had a huge role to play in passing
on the faith. Known as the Apostolic Fathers, these preachers and church leaders built on
the solid foundation of the apostles.
Post-Apostolic Literature
Origen is the best example of the Alexandrian school of interpretation and is
recognized as one of the foremost scholars, biblical interpreters, and preachers of the
ancient church. His systematic theology, Origen on First Principles, includes an
exposition of his hermeneutical method and reveals an intentional dependence on the
Holy Spirit in prayer for arriving at the correct interpretation of a passage. Without
prayer, one could not properly interpret the passage:
We should pray [the] Father of the Word during each individual reading
that he might fulfill even in us that which was written in the Psalms:
“Open my eyes and I will consider the wondrous things of your Law.” For
unless he himself opens our eyes, how shall we be able to see these great
mysteries? (Origen: Homilies 176)
Origen’s advice comes from his own experience as an interpreter seeking God’s
illumination. A. Skevington Wood explains how:
Origen exemplified what has been described as “the consecrated
approach” to Scripture. He tells us that he used to lift his hands in prayer
when he was laboring to find the right interpretation and he felt the kiss of
the lips of the Divine Logos when a spiritual secret was revealed to him
apart from worldly learning. (41-42)
Robert Bernard adds that Origen taught that “to make sense of the passage literally, one

Mindling 39
must appeal to Christ’s divine power” (97). Origen’s “appeal” and the “lifting of the
hands in prayer” represent the best of patristic biblical interpretation for preaching.
Justin Martyr, in his famous “Dialogue with Trypho,” refers to the role of prayer
as opening the gates of light in interpreting the Scriptures. He admonishes Trypho: “But
pray that before all else the gates of light may be opened to thee. For things are not seen
nor comprehended of all, save of him to whom God, and His Christ, shall have given
understanding” (15-16). Later in the same account, he underscores the need to receive
what he calls the “grace of understanding”:
If therefore one were not, with God’s great grace helping him, to
understand the words and actions of the prophets, it would be of no benefit
to him to seem to relate their sayings or their actions, when he has no
reason to give for them. (195)
Martyr understood that the Bible was a closed book until God opened it to the prayerful
seeker.
Augustine did as much as anyone in Church history to provide and preserve
correct principles of interpretation for preachers. His influential De Doctrina Christiana
was the textbook for the Church for many years and is still considered a classic (Old 2:
396). Historians, interpreters, and preachers still refer to the principles of interpretation
and rhetoric he set out.
Augustine strongly believed that revelation, not reason, provided insight into
Scripture, and he urged prayer as preparation of the preacher. For all his writing about
interpretation and prayer, however, I could only find one record of him deliberately
including prayer in the hermeneutical process. Michael Pasquarello notes that “although
Augustine advised on a program of secular studies to assist preachers in understanding
the biblical writings, his final appeal is that the preaching life be grounded in prayer” (6).

Mindling 40
He supports this assertion by quoting from Augustine:
They should familiarize themselves with the kinds of expression employed
in the Holy Scriptures and be in the alert to observe how things are
commonly said in them, and to commit it to memory…. But much more
important than that, and supremely necessary is that they should pray for
understanding [emphasis mine]. (DDC, III: 37, 56)
The famous proverb attributed to Augustine, “work as if it all depends on you, and pray
as if it all depends on God,” could certainly be applied to biblical interpretation and
sermon preparation. Reading between the lines, one can see Augustine’s humble piety as
strongly influencing his massive intellect, surely resulting in a prayerful study of the
Scriptures. Nevertheless, this study seeks to avoid the assumptive and record the
deliberate role of prayer in the preparation of the sermon.
A hundred years after Augustine, Benedict of Nursia began teaching one of the
most influential methods for study of the Scriptures in the history of the Church. His
method was called lectio divina, and a whole order of monks, the Benedictine’s, grew up
around his life and teaching. Lectio divina is a four-step process of prayerfully reading
the Scriptures:
1. lectio (reading a Scripture passage);
2. meditatio (meditation on the scriptural passage);
3. oratio (praying the scriptural passage); and,
4. contemplatio (contemplation on the scriptural passage).
Not at all restricted to the Benedictine order, this method of prayerfully studying
the Scriptures is used by many people across denominational boundaries today. Lectio
divina is primarily seen as a tool for spiritual formation but, as will be shown, is perfectly
suited for an element of the sermon preparation process.
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Benedict’s most famous student/monk was Gregory, who would become Gregory
the Great, one of the greatest popes in the Catholic Church. Old writes of Gregory’s view
of the doctrine of inspiration:
Characteristic of Gregory’s doctrine of inspiration is that he speaks not
only of the inspiration of the prophet, or biblical writer, but also of the
preacher who interprets the Scriptures. Gregory tells us of the inspiration
of the scholar who contemplates the Scriptures in preparation for the
delivery of the sermon. (2: 452)
Old writes that practicing Benedict’s lectio divina, Gregory viewed inspiration as
occurring as he prayerfully meditated, prepared, and preached his sermon:
Meditation on the Word, or contemplation, as he often calls it, is a cardinal
dimension of the ministry of the Word. Contemplation is essential to the
preparation of a sermon. Meditation means to think about the meaning of a
passage of Scripture, to chew the thoughts over, to ponder its application.
This meditation on the Scripture lesson Gregory finds as the necessary
preparation for the preaching of the Scriptures. (2: 454)
This kind of prayerful meditation on the Scripture modeled by Gregory enabled him to
preach the Scriptures with power and inspiration.
Medieval Period
The medieval period is often seen as a low point in the history of the Church,
especially in regard to preaching and the priesthood. Edwin Charles Dargan represents
the typical view of the pulpit during this time period, calling the preaching “petty and
often ridiculous allegorizing which marred even the best mediaeval preaching” (History
379).
In contrast to Dargan’s representation of medieval preaching is Henri de LuBac’s
extensive study Medieval Exegesis. LuBac uncovers a treasure of powerful preaching and
inspired interpretation led by men who practiced devout scholarship, combining what he
calls the “scientific and spiritual” interpretation of Scripture. De LuBac explains the
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spiritual interpretation of Scripture:
The spiritual understanding is a gift of the Spirit. Whoever thinks that he
can unlock the mysteries of the Scriptures without the Spirit of God is
clearly like someone without light who feels his way in a daze along walls
that are strange to him. (264)
Though derisively referred to as the Dark Ages, the medieval period was not without
light. Rampant abuse of preaching and the priesthood was certainly present, but a quiet
remnant represented some of the brightest lights and most devout preachers. Bede,
Patrick, and Boniface are three such preachers, each of whom practiced the preparation
method of the Benedictine lectio divina. Having evolved over the thousand years since
Benedict, Gerald Bray summarizes and elaborates on the medieval adaptation of the
lectio divina in a fourfold manner:
1. It involved spiritual preparation before reading the text.
The Bible could be properly read only in an attitude of prayer.
2. It demanded of the reader a quiet receptiveness to the voice of the Holy
Spirit, speaking in and through the text. Spiritually minded readers did not
question what they read; they listened and obeyed.
3. It demanded a close attention to every detail of the text. Everything in
the Bible was put there for our edification, and so failure to listen to it
carefully might result in losing some spiritual benefit.
4. It called for a deep appreciation of biblical imagery. Lectio divina
stretched the imagination to the highest contemplation of God. (146-47)
What stands out in Bray’s summary is the reverence for the message of the text and the
essential and intentional role of prayer in interpreting the text. He is endorsing not merely
a devotional reading but one that is closely attentive to the detail of the text.
These medieval preachers combined intense devotion with scholarly acumen and
modeled the combination this study seeks to restore. While admitting to the weakness of
the allegorizing that characterized too much of medieval preaching, a passion for
excellence in exegesis and in seeking God was also present. The title and pages of Jean
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Leclercq’s definitive study, The Love of Learning and the Desire for God, echo this
characteristic. Leclercq paints a picture of lectio divina as the regular practice of the
medieval monks and preachers. They mastered the art of meditating on a text and
practiced a uniting of reading, meditation and prayer in their study of the Word of God.
“All this activity is, necessarily, a prayer: the lectio divina is a prayerful reading” of the
Word of God (90-91).
St. Francis of Assisi and Dominic, each of whom established preaching orders
that bear their names, dominated the next era of preaching. Their sermons revolutionized
the role of preaching. Old writes that one of the chief characteristics of their preaching
was its prayerful manner:
The preaching of the early Franciscans was conceived in prayer. There
was a certain tension in the mind of Francis as to whether the ministry to
which God had called him was to be one of prayer and meditation or one
of preaching. (3: 343)
Francis resolved this tension by practicing a method that involved the interweaving of
both prayer and preaching. Old comments on this combination of prayer and preaching:
Francis kept preaching closely related to prayer. This relationship is basic
to the Franciscan revival.... If the Franciscan revival is characterized by
the motto ora et labore, “pray and work,” Franciscan preaching is doubly
to be understood as following this most basic rubric, “pray and preach.”
(3: 346)
Francis’ most famous student, Bonaventure, intensified this relationship by bringing his
sterling intellect to bear on this prayer-formed preaching. Old comments that
“Bonaventure brought medieval preaching to new heights both intellectually and
spiritually. He was a man who thought with his heart, a consecrated intellectual.
Bonaventure was a speculative thinker, a Christian philosopher, an academically trained
theologian” who tempered all of this intellect with a white-hot prayer life that saturated
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his studying and preaching (3: 357).
The most famous of early Dominican preachers was the homiletician Humbert of
Romans. His Treatise on the Formation of Preachers is recognized as a classic. He is seen
as reviving a new appreciation of the time and labor that needs to go into effective
preaching (Old 3: 403). Old cites three points Humbert emphasized in this regard:
1.

Preachers need to be meticulous in their study;

2.

They need to observe how other preachers have done their work; and,

3.

They need to be constant in prayer (3: 403).

These three points of study, research, and prayer form the foundation of great preaching
in any age.
Reformation
Martin Luther is well known for his prayer life as well as his life of study. His
early education as a lawyer, his success in academic studies of theology, and then his life
as a monk were exceptional training in his ability to combine excellence in scholarship
and interpretation with a prayerful contemplation of the Scripture. His often-quoted
saying, “to have prayed well is to have studied well,” captures his perspective on the
power of praying studiously and studying prayerfully (qtd. in Dargan History 389). In his
exposition of Psalm 68:15, he provides an insight into the reason for praying while
studying the text: “For if God does not open and explain Holy Writ, no one can
understand it; it will remain a closed book, enveloped in darkness” (Luther 13). Luther’s
hermeneutic was a prayerful examination of Scripture that yielded insights that would
literally revolutionize the world.
The Reformation was fueled by one of the most fertile epochs of preaching in the
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history of the Church. Specific to this study, the age consisted of both soaring scholarship
and deep piety. The reformers prepared their sermons on their knees as much as anyone
in history and modeled for homiletics the kind of preparation to preach this study is
seeking to highlight.
Some ages could be accused of such a single focus on the subjective nature of
prayer that their exegesis became flights of fancy and allegory that, while creative, were
more eisegetical than exegetical. Other ages have focused so exclusively on the
mechanical precision of exegesis that their pedantic explanations seemed void of any
presence of the Spirit of God. The Reformation produced a high concentration of
preachers such as Luther, Melancthon, Zwingli, Oecolampadius, Brenz, Calvin, Knox,
and Latimer who skillfully balanced the Spirit and the Word. Each one is known for their
pious, prayerful precision in interpreting the Word of God. They were scholars who
practiced excellence in hermeneutics with attentive hearts of prayer. Study of the
Scriptures was worship itself for these men, and the thought of divorcing prayer from
study was as fatal as removing a wing from a bird of flight. Their study was prolific, their
preaching powerful, their writing prodigious, and their praying passionate. Hermeneutics,
theology, homiletics, and piety all owe a great debt to these mighty reformers.
John Wesley
Skipping over many significant preachers, I come to the great John Wesley.
Wesley’s contribution to this research is amply illustrated from his journals and sermons.
Three well-known passages in Wesley’s writings all illustrate the importance he placed
on prayerful reading of the Scriptures. In the Preface to his 1765 Explanatory Notes upon
the Old Testament, Wesley gives clear instruction to his readers about how to read the
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“Book of God” via a list of six directives. After suggesting when and how much to read,
he addresses how to read, arriving at his fifth and sixth guideline:
5. Serious and earnest prayer should be constantly used, before we consult
the oracles of God, seeing “Scripture can only be understood through the
same Spirit whereby it was given.” Our reading should likewise be closed
with prayer, that what we read may be written on our hearts.
6. It might also be of use, if while we read, we were frequently to pause,
and examine ourselves by what we read, both with regard to our hearts,
and lives. This would furnish us with matter of praise, where we found
God had enabled us to conform to his blessed will, and matter of
humiliation and prayer, where we were conscious of having fallen short.
(14: 252-53)
The principle he quotes, “Scripture can only be understood through the same Spirit
whereby it was given,” underscores the doctrines of the inspiration of Scripture and the
illumination of the Spirit. He invites his readers to seek God in prayer as they read the
Word, expecting the Holy Spirit to be their guide. For Wesley, reading and studying the
Word of God is to be saturated with prayer. The beginning, the end and throughout the
process of reading is to be done with prayer.
His sixth guideline is also a call to prayer. The suggestion that follows his words
“while we read [emphasis mine],” invites his readers, many of which were preachers in
training, to pray prayers of examination, or to allow the text to form them in their task of
reading and studying.
Scott J. Jones points out that Wesley saw both prayer and searching the Scriptures
as “means of grace” and urged they be used together (104). Not only in his guidelines for
others, but in his own testimony, Wesley gives evidence of practicing prayerful reading
of Scripture. One of Wesley’s most famous quotes speaks directly to this study:
Here then I am, far from the busy ways of men. I sit down alone; only God
is here. In his presence I open, I read his Book; for this end, to find the
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way to heaven. Is there a doubt concerning the meaning of what I read?
Does anything appear dark or intricate? I lift up my heart to the Father of
lights: “Lord, is it not thy Word, ‘If any man lack wisdom, let him ask of
God’? Thou ‘givest liberally and upbraidest not.’ Thou hast said, ‘If any
be willing to do thy will, he shall know.’ I am willing to do, let me know
thy will.” I then search after and consider parallel passages of Scripture,
comparing spiritual things with spiritual. I meditate thereon, with all the
attention and earnestness of which my mind is capable. If any doubt still
remains, I consult those who are experienced in the things of God, and
then the writings whereby, being dead, they yet speak. And what I thus
learn, that I teach. (1: 131)
In this extended quote, we get a small capsule of Wesley’s sermon preparation method,
the clearest illustration in print of this process for him. The quote ends with “what I thus
learn, I teach.” The “thus” obviously refers to what he has just written: studying God’s
Word by seeking for wisdom to understand in prayer. Wesley’s sermon preparation
method is simple: practice prayerful reading and study and then preach what you learn.
Twentieth Century
Somewhere between Wesley and the twentieth century, a shift began to occur in
sermon preparation pedagogy. One of the most influential books in the twentieth century
on the preparation of sermons is John A. Broadus’ widely used A Treatise on the
Preparation and Delivery of Sermons. In the preface to the revised edition, the esteemed
historian of preaching, Edwin Charles Dargan, comments that Broadus’ book “became
the most popular and widely read textbook on Homiletics in this country, and has passed
through twenty-two editions…. It has been adopted in many theological seminaries as the
text-book” for teaching preachers how to prepare and preach a sermon (Dargan Preface).
Remarkably, such an influential and immense book on such a narrow subject is
absolutely silent regarding prayer in the preparation process. His book is well over five
hundred pages and does not contain a word about the role of prayer in preparing the
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sermon. Towards the end of the book, Broadus goes to great lengths to teach about the
practices and purposes of prayer in the worship service proper, even challenging his
students that preparation to pray in public is just as important as preparation to preach,
but never mentions praying at any point in the sermon preparation process. This book is
sadly representative of many prominent books on the topic from Broadus’ day on, and
one wonders how much influence this neglect of such a vital element has had on
generations of preachers and teachers of preachers.
A welcome contrast to Broadus was his contemporary, Charles Haddon Spurgeon.
Well known as “the prince of preachers,” Spurgeon elucidated his methods in several
books, Lectures to My Students being the most helpful. In an entire chapter addressed to
the preacher’s private prayer life, Spurgeon waxes eloquent regarding the role of prayer
in sermon preparation:
Prayer as a mental exercise, will bring many subjects before the mind, and
so help in the selection of a topic, while as a high spiritual engagement it
will cleanse your inner eye that you may see truth in the light of God.
Texts will often refuse to reveal their treasures till you open them with the
key of prayer. How wonderfully were the books opened to Daniel when he
was in supplication! How much Peter learned upon the housetop! The
closet is the best study. The commentators are good instructors, but the
Author Himself is far better, and prayer makes a direct appeal to Him and
enlists Him in our cause. (43)
Spurgeon’s considerable descriptive gifts bear articulate testimony to his method of
praying his way through a text. He describes his method of seeking God in prayer for
understanding and insight into the text:
It is a great thing to pray one’s self into the spirit and marrow of a text;
working into it by sacred feeding thereon, even as the worm bores its way
into the kernel of the nut. Prayer supplies a leverage for the uplifting of
ponderous truths…. Waiting upon God often turns darkness into light. (4344)
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No other writer on the subject of prayer and sermon preparation gives as much space or
eloquence to the topic as does Spurgeon. One gets the impression that prayer was the
critical element of his sermon preparation, especially in the phase of wrestling with the
meaning of the text. Given what he wrote on the subject as reflecting his practice, one
cannot help but wonder how much this prayerful study had to do with his remarkable
ability to exposit the Word of God so effectively to so many people. While the purpose of
this dissertation is not to draw conclusions regarding the effectiveness of preaching in
relation to the role of prayer in preparing to preach, I am not surprised to find such a
parallel between Spurgeon’s prayer life and his reputation as one of the greatest and most
effective preachers ever to mount a pulpit.
Moving past his own experience, Spurgeon asserts, “The best and holiest men
have ever made prayer the most important part of pulpit preparation” (43). He cites the
example of M’Cheyne, the famous preacher of England, who “never, without urgent
reason, went before them [his people] without much previous meditation and prayer”
(43).
One of the values of the neo-orthodox interpretation of Scripture in the first half
of the twentieth century was that they attempted to restore to the Scriptures the voice of
God who speaks in the Word. The chief proponent of this school was Karl Barth. He had
a high view of preaching and, in fact, saw all theology as sermon preparation. In reacting
to the anti-supernatural bias of liberal theology, he, unfortunately, went too far to the
other extreme. His approach made the religious experience of the interpreter even more
of a focus; the Bible became merely stimulation for such an experience. The Bible in
itself is not God’s revelation but a witness to it and so becomes God’s revelation as it is
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prayerfully read, studied, and proclaimed by faith. Barth clarifies by saying “In reality we
ought to say that the Bible becomes [original emphasis] God’s Word. Whenever it
becomes [original emphasis] God’s Word it is [original emphasis] God’s Word” (78).
Interpretation is thus seen primarily as a personal encounter with God. While this
approach is rightly criticized, Barth strongly and rightly emphasizes the prayerful and
meditative submission to the Word of God, expecting God to speak: “In proper sermon
preparation the word of Scripture has spoken to preachers in such a way that they
primarily come before their congregations as themselves hearers” (82). In emphasizing
the role of spirituality in the interpretation of the text for preaching, Barth flatly states,
“We cannot preach without praying. Since in the last analysis the sermon can have to do
with God alone, its words must be spoken in the course of calling upon him” (86).
Contemporary Literature
Books on preaching and preparing the sermon abound today. Over 2,500 volumes
on different aspects of preaching are available in the Asbury Theological Seminary
(ATS) library alone. It possesses over three thousand volumes on biblical interpretation
and hermeneutics. Likewise, myriads of books have been written on prayer. Over four
thousand books in the ATS library are available on the subject. Remarkably, of these
nearly ten thousand books not even a single volume appears to be devoted to the
relationship between preaching, hermeneutics, and prayer.
As surprising as this lack is, one might think that at least the subject would be
covered in depth in a chapter or two of one of the many volumes referenced. I looked in
vain to find even one book that gave any extended attention to the relationship.
Furthermore, reading and perusing the pages and indexes of many of the great works in

Mindling 51
these areas produced an equally remarkable void. Books addressing preaching and prayer
are available as well as books on preaching and hermeneutics. Nevertheless, a strange
silence exists between this triad of topics. This silence is all the more extraordinary since
the three have so much in common and much may be said concerning their relationship to
each other. The training of preachers reflects this silence.
This silence offers an explanation for why a pastoral colleague of mine, upon
hearing the topic of this dissertation, paused in awkward silence and then humbly shared
of his total ignorance in combining these three themes. He claimed that though trained at
an excellent seminary, he had never heard of combining prayer with hermeneutics in
sermon preparation. He is a man of prayer in numerous respects, but in his mind, prayer
and hermeneutics were two completely separate disciplines.
Illumination
A few books and journal articles exist where two of the triad, prayer and
hermeneutics, are mentioned together. Historically, the combination of prayer and
exegesis has been discussed in the language of illumination. Interestingly, here again not
much is written on this topic, though illumination is referred to throughout the literature.
Fred H. Klooster observes, “The illumination of the Holy Spirit is regularly mentioned in
theological literature; yet detailed discussion of this subject is rare” (451). He defines
illumination as “a work of the Holy Spirit in the reader, hearer, interpreter of Scripture.
That is to say, illumination concerns the correlation of Word and Spirit and the
correlation of the Spirit’s activity and human activity” (451).
While the Holy Spirit is “illuminating” throughout the long and detailed process
of salvation, this use of the language is specific to the interpretation of the Word of God

Mindling 52
by a person seeking to understand the meaning of the text. Even more specific to this
dissertation is the narrowing down of the interpreter as a preacher seeking to prepare a
sermon that is biblical and faithful to the text. Without the Holy Spirit’s help in this
process, the effects in the subsequent sermon lead to all sorts of error. “The Holy Spirit’s
illumination is indispensable for discerning the true meaning of the Spirit-breathed
Scripture” (Klooster 452).
David Dockery points out the need for the Holy Spirit’s illuminating work:
The idea of illumination as enablement for understanding the text has at
times disappeared from the contemporary discussion. We need to realize
that we search not only for the external meaning of the text but for its
internal meaning as well. We are suggesting that discovering Scripture’s
meaning involves not only examining the author’s result in the written
text, but also the Holy Spirit’s work of illuminating the reader’s mind to
interpret the text. (181)
The need for the Holy Spirit’s work in illumination of the Scripture for the preacher
preparing sermons is essential. A dichotomy often arises between the heart and the head
in understanding the text. The head and mind are seen as the critical locus of
understanding for study while the heart provides passion and creativity only in structure
or delivery. Klooster wishes to explode that dichotomy and argues against it:
Understanding is not only a matter of the mind or thought or reason as
Enlightenment hermeneutics implied–although the human mind is
certainly involved in interpretation. Heart-understanding does not allow
for the separation between faith and knowledge as if knowledge were
reached by reason common to all people while faith is restricted to trust in
what reason has achieved. Understanding Scripture with its theocentric
redemptive message is more than an intellectual grasp of words, thoughts,
facts and events. It obviously involves much more than the grammaticalsyntactical analysis of sentences and paragraphs, although that too is
essential for understanding of Scripture’s meaning. Understanding
Scripture requires more than an intellectual grasp of the historical setting
of the text or the literary structure of the passage. Of course, all this is
necessary to discern the intended meaning of the text and its author’s
purpose. If Scripture is the reconciling love letter from the living God,
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then understanding God’s message is more than a matter of the head; it
concerns the heart, person to person! This is the scope of the heartunderstanding that should always be the goal of authentic Scripture
interpretation…The ongoing illumination of the indwelling Spirit is
necessary for interpretation that contributes to progress in the sanctified
life that promotes the kingdom of God. (462-63)
This illumination of the Holy Spirit through prayerful interpretation of the Scriptures
makes hermeneutics a prime area to model how heart and head go hand in hand.
Roy Zuck, in an article entitled “The Role of the Holy Spirit in Hermeneutics,”
discusses a wide range of issues that arise when one seeks to take this illumination
seriously. Admittedly, the Holy Spirit’s working opens one up to all sorts of subjectivity.
Zuck points out that numerous questions arise:
If a person senses the work of the Holy Spirit in his heart, does he
automatically know the correct view of a Bible verse? If the Spirit
interprets the Word privately to individual believers, how can one
determine the correct view among several conflicting interpretations?
(121)
These questions and more represent issues of significance that cause Joseph Parker to
assert, “there is no function assigned to the Spirit more important for us to understand
than that by which He assures to the church a profound and correct interpretation of
Scripture” (qtd. in Zuck 121).
Accordingly Zuck offers fourteen propositions to guide this process:
1. The Spirit’s ministry in Bible interpretation does not mean He gives
new revelation.
2. The role of the Spirit in interpreting the Bible does not mean that one’s
interpretations are infallible.
3. The work of the Spirit in interpretation does not mean that He gives
some interpreters a mental acuity for seeing truths under the surface
that are not evident to any other dedicated Bible students.
4. The role of the Holy Spirit in Bible interpretation means that the
unregenerate do not welcome and apply God’s truth though they are
able to comprehend many of its statements cognitively.
5. The Spirit’s role in hermeneutics does not mean that only Bible
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scholars can understand the Bible.
6. The Holy Spirit’s role in interpreting Scripture requires spiritual
devotion on the part of the interpreter.
7. The Holy Spirit in interpretation means that the lack of spiritual
preparedness hinders accurate interpretation.
8. The role of the Spirit in interpretation is no substitute for diligent study.
9. The Spirit’s work in biblical interpretation does not rule out the use of
study helps such as commentaries and Bible dictionaries.
10. The ministry of the Holy Spirit in Bible interpretation does not mean
interpreters can ignore common sense and logic.
11. The place of the Holy Spirit in interpreting the Bible means that He
does not normally give sudden intuitive flashes of insight into the
meaning of Scripture.
12. The Spirit’s ministry in interpreting the Bible is included in but not
identical with illumination.
13. The role of the Spirit in scriptural interpretation does not mean that
all parts of the Bible are equally clear in meaning.
14. The Spirit’s work in interpretation does not result in believers having
a comprehensive and completely accurate understanding of the entire
Scriptures. (122-29)
While all fourteen apply to the preacher preparing a sermon, Propositions 3, 5, 6,
7, 8, and 9 seem to be most applicable to this study. Proposition 11 is especially
interesting and must be in reaction to an issue in the author’s own context. Whenever
understanding occurs, a moment of “Aha!” occurs as a sudden flash, whether the insight
is attended by an awareness of the “suddenness” or not. Certainly this insight is a result
of study, for no interpreter comes to the text without any pre-understanding.
Bernard Ramm’s influential book Protestant Biblical Interpretation urges
interpreters to practice prayerful study, citing as an example how “Thomas Aquinas used
to pray and fast when he came to a difficult passage of Scripture. Most of the scholars
whose Biblical studies have blessed the church have mixed prayers generously with their
studies” (13-14). This practice is a truth that has already been established earlier in this
review.
In discussing the qualifications of an interpreter, Ramm maintains the interpreter
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must be characterized by an “utter dependence on the Holy Spirit to guide and direct”
(13). Ramm’s language is similar to Robert A. Traina’s where he states under the
category “Reverent Bible Study” that this kind of study “involves a prayerful dependence
upon the Spirit of God, without Whom one cannot understand the Word” (13). In his
detailed and helpful book on methodical Bible study, this sentence is the only one in the
book that mentions prayer.
In his book, Hearing God, Dallas Willard warns readers of the dangers of trying to
hear from God apart from the Word of God but also provides instruction on how to study
the Bible to open oneself up to the Spirit of God to speak. He combines the diligence of
study with the practice of prayer, encouraging the reader to view prayerful study as an
opportunity to meet with God:
Study as intelligently as possible, with all available means, but never study
merely to find the truth and especially not just to prove something…. We
read to open ourselves to the Spirit. Come to your chosen passage as to a
place where you will have a holy meeting with God [original emphasis].
Read a small part of the passage and dwell on it, praying for the assistance
of God’s Spirit in bringing fully [original emphasis] before your mind and
into your life the realities expressed (161, 63).
Meeting with and hearing God through the Word can only happen through the power and
presence of the Holy Spirit but one’s ability to hear is dependent on the practice of
listening in prayerful study.
In personally interviewing Willard, he spoke in greater detail about how he
practices hearing from God through the Word of God. The key for Willard is learning to
listen while one is studying. He likens this paying attention to the kind of listening one
does when providing spiritual direction:
You are always listening. There is an interesting parallel to spiritual
direction. If you are engaged in spiritual direction with the person, you are
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basically listening to God as you listen to them. The same sort of attitude
is here. So you are reading the text … and you are listening. (Telephone
interview)
For Willard, this practice is very much like lectio divina, an exercise he reports practicing
whether he is reading the text for spiritual nourishment or preparing a sermon. Sermon
preparation is not so much a “method where you check off the steps. It is much more like
what is known as lectio divina, where you read to hear.” He practices a life of praying
without ceasing where prayer is a lifestyle, a way of doing life. When one is studying the
Bible, one brings what he calls “this praying life” to the study of the Scripture. This kind
of prayerfulness trains one to hear God, especially through God’s Word. Willard’s book,
though not specifically written on hermeneutics or sermon preparation, is one of the best
resources available on hearing from God through the Word of God.
Willard’s reference to lectio divina could reflect a trend that is becoming more
and more popular: the use of a lectio divina model in reading and studying the Scripture.
Often lacking the application of critical hermeneutical tools, nevertheless, this “spiritual
reading” of Scripture invites readers into engaging the text prayerfully. M. Robert
Mulholland’s book Shaped by the Word is a contemporary example of a work that
provides detailed teaching in the practice of lectio divina. Mulholland plays down the
rational, cognitive approaches to Scripture, though certainly not dismissing them, and
calls readers and students of the Word to prayerfully engage the text with heart and soul
as well as mind. Mulholland’s book is not on sermon preparation, nor biblical
interpretation, but it does it offer some helpful teaching on prayerful reading of Scripture
that preachers would be wise to heed.
The literature on combining prayer and hermeneutics is scarce, but finding writing
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on the triad of prayer, hermeneutics, and sermon preparation is extremely rare. Again, I
was unable to find any works where prayerful exegesis or the relationship between
hermeneutics, prayer, and preaching is the topic of the book. Several dissertations on
preaching and prayer have been written, most notably those by James Arthur Bradshaw,
Todd Gaddis, Don E. McGregor, and Stephen A. Ratliff, but none specifically mention
the relationship of hermeneutics, prayer, and preaching. Ratliff has a couple of
paragraphs and helpful quotes on “infusing one’s studying with prayer” (52). One wishes
he had elaborated more on this infusion, exploring how prayerful study informed the
hermeneutical task. Of those books where prayerful exegesis is either mentioned or
alluded to, a sentence or perhaps a paragraph is devoted to the subject. I will survey some
of those books in the remaining pages of this chapter.
Sermon Preparation, Hermeneutics, and Prayer
Of the several categories in which one would expect these themes to be
interwoven, the literature regarding sermon preparation is certainly one. This discipline is
where prayer, hermeneutics, and proclamation intersect in a made-for-each-other
relationship. That any accurate and anointed preaching of the Word of God could be
predicated on a process that neglected listening for the voice of God through prayer in
interpretation seems arrogant.
Andrew Blackwood mentions sermon preparation and prayer when he counsels
that all preachers should start their sermon preparation with one rule: “start, continue and
end with prayer” (36). Strongly recommending the abandonment of topical preaching and
advocating the “taking of a text,” he makes an urgent case for the value of expository
preaching. This kind of preaching “leads the man in the study to pray, for the Scriptures

Mindling 58
and prayer go together as inseparably as the light and the heat of the sun” (45). He does
not offer any explanation or teaching on the topic, but he does mention it.
Recalling the language of the medieval emphasis on meditation, Farris D.
Whitesell urges that the preacher combine this study and prayer as essential elements in
the preparation process:
Meditation can never be a hurried and pressured process. It takes time, but
it can be spare time. It is a refreshing exercise for the mind and the soul of
the preacher. While it goes on, the Scripture passage is soaking in and
taking hold of the preacher’s spiritual outlook. The more meditation the
text receives, the better the ensuing sermon will be. (123-24)
Whitesell’s comments serve not only to instruct the preacher in the sermon preparation
process but also suggest the effectiveness of the preaching is tied to the practice of this
prayerful meditation on the text.
Al Fasol’s textbook on preparing sermons offers a paragraph on prayer in sermon
preparation:
Another primary area of spiritual preparation is prayer. Since it is the
Word of God being interpreted, a preacher obviously needs to be in
communication with the Author. In sermon preparation, you should pray
about your interpretation of the biblical text, about the people with whom
you will share the Word of God, and for yourself as a preacher of that
truth. (23)
More than just prayer as a preparation of the preacher, or prayer as preparation of the
preaching event, Fasol identifies the key role of prayer in connecting with God as the
author of the Word of God. A preacher’s view of inspiration may be more clearly
identified by their practice of prayer in interpreting the Scriptures than their adherence to
a doctrinal statement.
David Martin Lloyd-Jones, who wrote his influential book Preachers and
Preaching a generation ago, encourages young preachers:
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Always respond to every impulse to pray. The impulse to pray may come
when you are reading or when you are battling with a text. I would make
an absolute law of this–always obey such an impulse. Where does it come
from? It is the work of the Holy Spirit. (171-72)
The challenge to obey the prompting of the Holy Spirit to prayerfully interact with the
text is clear but brief.
A very popular preaching text by Bryan Chapell is illustrative of the role prayer is
accorded in today’s homiletic literature. In his extensive and exhaustive book where he
goes into great detail explaining other important facets and processes of sermon
preparation, he gives one sentence to prayer in engaging the text. Meanwhile, Haddon
Robinson, Fred B. Craddock, Long, and other homiletic giants are silent about prayerful
exegesis.
In what may be the most influential and popular book on hermeneutics for
homiletics in today’s generation, New Testament Exegesis, Gordon D. Fee provides yet
another illustration of the view of prayer as missing in the exegetical process. Fee’s book
is extremely detailed and very helpful in the science of exegesis. Not a word concerning
prayer appears until page 133 (the end of the last chapter) when he instructs the student
on moving from the exegetical task to the constructing of the sermon. After 133 pages of
scientific exegesis, he counsels, not as a part of exegesis, but in readiness to write the
sermon, to “spend some time in reflection on the text and in prayer” (133). He then
asserts, “Preaching is not simply an affair of the mind and study; it is also an affair of the
heart and prayer” (133). I could not agree more. I would only add that since this is a book
on exegesis, he exchange the word “preaching” for “exegesis.” Therefore, the point
would be that “exegesis is not simply an affair of the mind and study; it is also an affair
of the heart and prayer.”
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Taking his quote as it is, one wonders why he separated prayer from exegesis and
waited to include the “heart and prayer” in this part of sermon preparation, namely, the
construction of the sermon. In other words, if preaching is not just about study but also
about prayer, then one would be wise to include prayer in the exegetical part of the
preparation process. Fee separates prayer from exegesis by making them two distinct
stages. First one does the exegesis, then, after the exegesis, one prays to know how to use
the exegesis in the construction of the sermon. The contention of this study has been that
exegesis is only done properly when it is done prayerfully. Prayerful exegesis is
combining the “heart of prayer” with the “mind and study” from the beginning. One
wonders why God would answer a prayer for help in constructing a sermon when he has
been ignored throughout the process of studying the very words in which he has already
spoken most clearly: the Scriptures.
Fee goes on to exhort the preparer of the sermon to pray for those who will hear
the preaching: “The more time you spend about them in prayer over this passage, the
more likely it is that you will prepare a sermon that will communicate to them” (134).
Seemingly oblivious to the incongruity of excluding prayer from the preparation process
to this point, Fee then provides counsel that is as great as it is ironic:
Remember: Sermon preparation without personal encounter with the Word
and without prayer will probably lack inspiration; and sermons preached
by those who have not themselves sat in awful silence before the majesty
of God and his Word will probably accomplish very little. (134)
One wishes that this trenchant exhortation was applied to the exegetical and interpretive
task as well, and not just to the crafting of the words of the sermon. Fee’s numerous
articles and books give testimony to a life of “listening to the Spirit in the text” (the name
of a collection of his essays published in 2000) but the explicit instruction on such a
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crucial subject is absent. Seventeen years after his New Testament Exegesis, Fee
published his book Listening to the Spirit in the Text. In the stimulating chapter
“Exegesis and Spirituality: Completing the Circle,” Fee strongly implies the combining of
prayer and exegesis but again, ironically, saves any explicit mention until the last
sentence. Though he calls for a “life of prayer” (7) earlier in the chapter, it is not until this
last sentence that we find the call to practice the “discipline that requires us
simultaneously to be good historians—that is, good students of the Word—and good
pray-ers” (15).
One of the most widely regarded textbooks on preaching in the past twenty years,
Stott’s Between Two Worlds, provides a welcome addition to the literature on prayer in
sermon preparation. Stott gives more attention to the role of prayer in seeking to interpret
the text for sermon preparation than any other contemporary author discovered. His
colorful language is inspiring as well as instructive. Employing several metaphors from
nature, Stott challenges the preacher to extract every bit of truth from the passage under
study:
Probe your text, like a bee with a spring blossom, or like a hummingbird
probing a hibiscus flower for its nectar. Worry at it like a dog with a bone.
Suck it as a child sucks an orange. Chew it as a cow chews the cud. (220)
He then challenges preachers to pray while they are addressing the text with the essential
critical questions taught by the grammatical-historical interpretation method:
[We should be] crying humbly to God for illumination by the Spirit of
truth. We shall repeat Moses’ petition “I pray you, show me your glory,”
(Exodus 33:18) and Samuel’s “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.”
(1 Sam. 3:9, 10) Christian meditation differs from other kinds in being a
combination of study and prayer. Some preachers are very diligent
students. Their desk is piled high with theological works, and they give
their mind to the elucidation of the text. But they hardly if ever pray for
light. Others are very diligent in prayer, but hardly ever engage in any
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serious study. We must not separate what God has joined. Speaking
personally, I have always found it helpful to do as much of my sermon
preparation as possible on my knees, with the Bible open before me in
prayerful study. (220)
Stott is like a lone prophet crying out in the wilderness of homiletical books. He models
the role of prayer in the hermeneutical process for sermon preparation. In the spirit of
biblical writers/preachers and the best preaching through the centuries, those who are
charged with preaching the Word of God should interpret that word through a process of
prayerful exegesis, depending on the Holy Spirit to illumine the meaning of the text.
Then the same Holy Spirit who inspired the text to be written and illumined the text for
interpretation can empower the preacher for proclamation.
Eugene Peterson has probably touched on this theme in his books and
publications more than any other contemporary author, even though he has not written a
book on sermon preparation. He writes, “Despite the unsurpassed academic training that
American pastors receive, it looks very much as if no generation of pastors that we know
about historically has been so embarrassingly ill-trained in the contemplation of
Scripture” (109). Peterson’s words echo two of the general directions this literature
review has explored: the practice of prayerful exegesis and the teaching of prayerful
exegesis. He argues that the present practice of pastors reading Scripture prayerfully is
markedly different from past generations. This review confirms his argument in the
surveying of the historical preaching landscape.
Peterson also emphasizes that homiletical training is an issue of import. Likewise,
throughout this review, I have considered what books being used to train pastors have
taught in this vital area. In book after book on sermon preparation, either no mention of
prayer in the hermeneutical task is made, or it receives cursory or passing attention. In
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those few books where prayerful hermeneutics is referred to or alluded to, no one gives it
the kind of attention it deserves.
John Westerhoff captures the essence of prayer in hermeneutics for preaching so
precisely and eloquently, his quote will serve as the conclusion of this chapter:
“Prayer is paying attention. Without that single-minded attention to God, we will rarely
hear anything worth repeating, catch a vision worth asking others to gaze upon, or have
anything worth mounting a pulpit to proclaim” (xii). This kind of prayerful “paying
attention” prepares preachers to prophetically proclaim what “they have seen and heard.”
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CHAPTER 3
DESIGN OF THE STUDY
The role of prayer in hermeneutics for homiletics is a topic that has received a
remarkable lack of consideration in research literature. Books that are designed to
provide the framework for training the next generation of preachers are virtually silent
about the role of prayer in interpreting the Bible for sermon preparation. That the
intersection of three crucial elements in vibrant, biblical preaching: prayer for
illumination, the process of interpretation, and preparation for proclamation, has not
received significant integrative attention is striking. Effectively and authentically
preaching the Word of God requires a healthy grasp of the truth of the Word of God.
Since the written Word of God is an expression of the heart of God, prayer should play a
significant, intentional role in seeking to understand the revelation God has inspired to be
written. No research has been done on how that revelational relationship specifically
impacts the preparation of the sermon. This study sought to begin to fill that research
void.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of the research was to explore the role of prayer in interpreting God’s
Word for sermon preparation among preaching pastors and to identify positive practices
that can be incorporated in current and future preparation models.
Research Questions
To determine how prayer informs the hermeneutical process of preachers
preparing sermons, the instruments used provided data to answer four questions.
Research Question # 1
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What is the role of prayer among preaching pastors in the sermon preparation
process?
This question was designed to explore the multifaceted role prayer plays in each
individual preacher’s sermon preparation process. Since no universal, scientific
preparation formula exists, the question helped explore the spectrum of the influence of
prayer in sermon preparation. It gave a baseline from which to understand better the role
of prayer in the specifics of the hermeneutical process.
Research Question # 2
How does prayer shape the hermeneutical process of sermon preparation?
Based upon the review of literature, this question was designed to zero in on the
hermeneutical process and explore the role prayer played in that process. Do pastors
practice prayerful exegesis? What is their understanding of how prayer shapes their
hermeneutics? What impact does prayer have on the actual interpretation of the text?
Extensive probing was done to explore this dynamic of prayer and exegesis.
Research Question # 3
What are the resources and influences that have shaped the way preachers practice
sermon preparation?
This question was designed to uncover how preachers’ preparation process was
shaped. Specifically, if preachers practiced models of prayerful study of God’s Word for
preaching, where did they learn such models? Were they taught in seminary, learned
from other preachers, or forged in the evolution of their own style? Clues as to how the
preparation process is shaped could be distilled from this data in order to impact
positively current and future preparation processes of preachers.
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Research Question # 4
What practices can be observed from those who engage in prayerful exegesis?
One of the desired outcomes of this study is that future preachers and teachers of
preachers can learn from and incorporate best practices of those who have gone before in
the art and practice of sermon preparation. The review of literature reveals how prayerful
exegesis has been practiced throughout Church history. The research of this dissertation
was done in the hope of uncovering how those patterns and habits are being practiced
today. The interviews probed for insight into these patterns to answer this fourth research
question.
Methodology
I wrestled substantially with the two basic approaches of research: quantitative
and qualitative. Initially, the nature of the study appeared qualitative, but in studying the
two approaches, several of the methods I was contemplating employing were distinctly
quantitative. Among many discussions contrasting the difference between the two
approaches, Sharan B. Merriam’s description of qualitative research was most helpful.
She describes qualitative research in five summary statements. Following each of her five
italicized statements below, I show how they informed the direction of this study.
1. Qualitative researchers focus on process, meaning, and understanding. The
purpose of this research was to explore the role of prayer in interpreting God’s Word for
sermon preparation among preaching pastors and to identify positive practices that can be
incorporated in current and future preparation models. The research focused on the
process of sermon preparation and sought to understand the role of prayer in that process,
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specifically how prayer informs the hermeneutical process. The meaning of prayer and its
role in the process has been extensively examined. These are qualitative endeavors.
2. The researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and analysis.
William Wiersma echoes this language and adds that the researcher’s perspectives are
highly influential in qualitative research (208). My role as the primary instrument for data
collection has been evident not only in the design of the instruments (the questionnaire
and the interview protocol) but in the probing, and seeking clarity and understanding that
characterized the interview process. The data has been mediated through the researcher
throughout the process.
3. Qualitative research involves fieldwork. This characteristic seemed initially
obstructive as the nature of the process being studied involved more of a private,
personal, subjective interaction with God in prayer. Classic qualitative methods of
observation in the natural setting (which Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin, Robert
Dingwall, Merriam, and many others emphasize) seemed intrusive and unpractical and
may have affected behavior, thus skewing the results. Therefore, a very strong
dependency on the nature and design of the interview questions and probing in the
interviews was necessary to overcome the lack of the researcher’s physical presence in
the natural setting of the preachers. Several questions in the interview protocol were
designed to simulate as much as possible the actual presence of the researcher in the
natural setting. In the probing of the interviewee, questions were often posed utilizing
language such as, “imagine I am there with you in your study,” or, “bring me into your
study,” or, “if I was there with you, what might I hear and observe?”
An advantage of my role as researcher in this endeavor of simulating the setting is
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the extensive experience I have in engaging in the practice I was seeking to study. That
experience made it easier to utilize language that resonated with the interviewee and to
formulate searching questions that probed into the details.
Conversely, the dangers of familiarity are projecting the researcher’s experience
onto the subjects being studied, asking leading questions, and assuming too much about
the interviewee’s experience. Recognizing that pure objectivity is impossible in the best
of circumstances and the presence of subjectivity is significant in every perspective,
every effort was made to monitor the probing and questioning to reduce undue subjective
tainting of the data. I believe the awareness and practice of this perspective protected me
from controlling subjectivity.
4. Qualitative research primarily employs an inductive research strategy. Due to
the lack of research material on the role of prayer in hermeneutics for homiletics, a great
need existed to conduct inductive research into this process. Discovery, insight, and
searching for patterns and practices characterized the direction of the study.
5. The product of qualitative study is richly descriptive. Instead of numbers and
statistics as in a quantitative study, Merriam explains the reporting language for the
qualitative study is verbal and descriptive. I have reported the data and findings utilizing
language that describes patterns and practices (6-8).
These five descriptors helped to solidify the qualitative approach, and Merriam’s
acknowledgement of an “ongoing debate in the literature regarding the extent to which
methods of data collection and analysis characteristic of one paradigm can be utilized in
the other” was extremely helpful (8). A clear, rigid dichotomy between methods does not
exist as much as some of the literature would suggest.
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Population
Since two different instruments were utilized in the study, different populations
were associated with each instrument. The first instrument, a brief questionnaire, had a
population of approximately fifteen thousand preachers. They represented a vast diversity
of age, educational level, ethnicity, ecclesiastical affiliation, and international
geographical location. This population was defined as preachers who were select
subscribers to a Web site service named SermonCentral.com.
The webmaster for the site, Brian Mavis, described these subscribers as “opt-in”
subscribers. “Opt-in” subscribers are a select group from the over seventy thousand who
frequently visited the site. They had indicated through correspondence with
SermonCentral.com that they wanted to be involved at a deeper level in the Web site than
a general subscriber. The “opt-in” subscribers received newsletters and special
promotions from SermonCentral.com and had been a part of several surveys and
questionnaires the Web site had published.
A researcher-designed online questionnaire was published through
SermonCentral.com to this population of fifteen thousand preachers. Out of the 1,250
who responded to the questionnaire, 493 preachers indicated they would be willing to be
a part of an interview to further explore the topic.
To comprise the second population, the interviewee sampling group, the process
of homogeneous purposeful sampling was employed. Wiersma says, “Homogeneous
sampling is used when the purpose of the study is to focus on a particular subgroup”
(287). Purposeful sampling works from the assumption that the researcher wants to
explore, uncover, understand, and gain insight and “therefore must select a sample from
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which the most can be learned” (Merriam 61). This principle of purposeful sampling
guided the narrowing of the subgroup of the 1,250 preachers who responded to the
questionnaire. The question of sample size determined how many pastors I would
interview. A definitive sample size for homogeneous sampling does not exist, but every
qualitative research guide suggested a small number. In general, the sample size is
determined once information redundancy begins to multiply and the research reaches an
information saturation point. In consultation with the Doctor of Ministry Department at
Asbury Theological Seminary, the suggestion was made for a sample size of thirty. As
the research was conducted, I began to perceive significant information redundancy as
soon as the twentieth interview; however, I chose to complete the original suggested
sample size of thirty to strengthen the study.
In order to create a group of “information-rich cases for study” (Merriam 61),
criteria was defined by five factors that served as filters designed to begin to narrow the
sample group. The questionnaire was designed in such a way as both to gather
information and create a homogeneous sample group via the questions. The questions
produced a sample group that fit five qualifications:
1. Education. The subjects must have earned a master’s degree or equivalent
from a seminary where they were taught how to prepare sermons. This qualification
allowed me to assume a basic theological education primarily in the areas of revelation,
inspiration, interpretation, and homiletics. Critical skills in hermeneutics and the
preparation of a sermon were essential for the study.
2. Experience. The subjects must have served as regular “preaching pastors” for
at least five years. “Preaching pastor” is defined as a pastoral role that involves preaching
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regularly as a primary part of their job description. The five-year period allowed for a
style and preparation pattern to be significantly developed.
3. Frequency of preaching. The subjects must currently be preachers who preach
on a regular basis. “Regular” was defined as preaching more than twice a month on an
ongoing basis. This qualification allowed for a realistic pattern of the very real pressures
of producing a message every week. This ongoing preparation load also produces habits
that shape preparation patterns that are often quite different from that which is taught at
seminaries.
4. Method. The subjects must practice a pattern of preparing their own original
sermons instead of preaching or adapting others’ sermons. Because more and more
preachers are merely preaching others’ sermons instead of interacting with the biblical
text and preparing their own messages, this filtering factor produced interview subjects
who were seeking to engage the text as they faced the challenge of preparing an original
message each week.
5. Prayerful preachers. The subjects must view prayer as essential to the process
of sermon preparation and evidence that by practicing prayerful study and preparation
habits. Since the study was exploring the role of prayer in the preachers’ sermon
preparation patterns, the preachers must evidence the practice of prayerful hermeneutics.
Out of the 493 respondents who indicated they would be willing to be
interviewed, the five filters yielded 118 names. In reviewing the list, I discovered thirtyfour phone numbers that were international. Since the interviews were designed to be
administered via telephone, these thirty-four respondents were filtered out to eliminate
excessive long-distance costs. This filtering process produced a list of eighty-four names
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from which to draw the final sample group.
Utilizing a method normally associated with quantitative studies, the sample
group of forty was chosen from the eighty-four names through a randomization computer
program at the Doctor of Ministry Department of Asbury Theological Seminary. The
number eighty-four was entered in the computer program and the program produced forty
different numbers in random order. I alphabetized the eighty-four names and applied the
forty different numbers produced by the randomization program to the list. Those not
chosen were deleted from the primary file and used to create a secondary file of names as
backups. I began to contact the respondents from this sample group in alphabetical order
to set up interviews. The first thirty respondents contacted comprised the final population
for the study.
As a result of the filtering and selection process, the second population was
comprised of thirty Protestant pastors who preach regularly in a local church. The
preaching pastors were a unique group chosen by a combination of both purposeful
sampling and randomization. While they represented diversity of age, gender, ethnicity,
ecclesiastical affiliation and geographical location, the interviewees shared in common
six characteristics: they were pastors who were seminary trained, had five years of
preaching experience, were currently preaching regularly, prepared their own original
sermons, practiced prayerful exegesis, and were willing to be interviewed to explore the
role of prayer in hermeneutics for homiletics.
Instrumentation
Two data-collecting instruments were utilized. The first instrument, a researcherdesigned, online questionnaire of eight questions, was designed to accomplish one
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primary purpose (see Appendix A). This purpose was to use the questionnaire to
formulate a purposeful sample group from which would be selected thirty subjects to
interview. Based upon the responses to the questions, subjects would qualify themselves
to be a part of the purposeful sample group.
Difficulty in developing a sample group to interview was the original impetus in
formulating the questionnaire. I tried to develop a “panel of experts” to recommend
subjects to be interviewed, but initial prospective panel members had difficulty
recommending enough subjects with confidence who fit the criteria.
Rather than weakening the makeup of the purposeful sample, I pursued a different
route: an online questionnaire for preachers from which a sample group could be drawn
to interview. Several Web sites were contacted that were designed for and frequented by
preachers or that conducted surveys among pastors. The webmaster of
SermonCentral.com, Brian Mavis, responded to my inquiry and agreed to publish online
a brief questionnaire on the subject of the relationship between prayer and sermon
preparation.
The Web site had been designed by Mavis and had earned the reputation of being
the largest sermon help site on the Internet. Mavis was intrigued by the topic and agreed
to publish the questionnaire on the Web site for one week. He estimated from typical
weekly hits that approximately seventy thousand preachers would visit the site in one
week and view the questionnaire. Previous questionnaires published by sponsors on the
site had yielded approximately four to five hundred responses. Mavis estimated a similar
response could be expected from this questionnaire if it was brief and introduced well.
The instrument was designed by the researcher and then submitted to a member of
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the Research Reflection Team, Dave Mooibroek, who formatted it for an online survey
development tool. The questionnaire was pretested by the Research Reflection Team, two
other preaching pastors, and the Dean of the Doctor of Ministry Program of Asbury
Theological Seminary. Several changes were made as a result of the pretests. Unclear
language and unnecessary and redundant questions were eliminated. Mavis was also a
preaching pastor himself and gave valuable feedback in a pretest of the questionnaire.
Mavis requested that an advertisement inviting subscribers to take the questionnaire be
created. This advertisement would be published in a prominent place on the Web site.
I submitted copy for the advertisement inviting preachers to take the questionnaire
and Mavis edited it and scheduled the posting of the advertisement on the Web site (see
Appendix C). A link from the advertisement would take respondents to the online page.
A week before the questionnaire was to run on the Web site, publishing schedule
conflicts within SermonCentral.com pushed back the posting first one week then another.
Correspondence between Mavis and myself indicated great support for the questionnaire
but organizational difficulty in getting it posted.
Finally Mavis suggested publishing the advertisement for the questionnaire via an
electronic newsletter that was sent to a select group of subscribers from
SermonCentral.com. SermonCentral.com called these select subscribers “opt-in”
subscribers, and the population was comprised of approximately fifteen thousand
preachers the site had identified in-house with their own criteria involving subscription
levels and use of the site. The advertisement was published on their newsletter to the
fifteen thousand “opt-in” subscribers. A larger than expected group of 1,250 preachers
responded to the advertisement, clicked the link, and entered the portal for the online
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questionnaire.
Research had been done to aid in the design of the questionnaire. Wiersma
provides an extensive list of guidelines in constructing effective questionnaires, and these
guidelines and corresponding flowchart were followed as much as possible (165-69). The
questionnaire heading as well as the questions themselves were designed to be brief so as
not to discourage the respondents from finishing the questionnaire. Paul D. Leedy
recommends that “item by item, a questionnaire should be quality tested again and again
for precision of expression, objectivity, relevance, suitability to the problem situation,
and probability of favorable reception and return” (188). Questions should start simply
and be non-threatening to encourage respondents to continue and not give up on the
questionnaire. Several questionnaires from dissertations that utilized this simple
background approach were also studied.
The first three questions served several purposes. They provided simple
background information on interviewees regarding their frequency of preaching (and
therefore sermon preparation), theological education, and length of preaching experience.
This information also served as filters in building a purposeful sample group to interview.
The first three questions “disqualified” or filtered out 1,124 respondents. The fourth
question served as a link to the next set of questions, which began to probe the
respondents’ actual practices in sermon preparation. Again, Question 5 also served as a
filtering question isolating those who prepared original messages each week and filtering
out those who either adapted or preached others’ messages.
Questions 6 and 7 provided more filtering opportunities in building a purposeful
sample of prayerful preachers and some interpretive clues to respondents’ practices.
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Question 8 then informed the respondents of the interview opportunity and gave them a
chance to pursue being part of further study. Question 9 provided opportunity to make
available their contact information, requesting their names, e-mail addresses, phone
numbers, and best time to contact them. The questionnaire communicated the voluntary
nature of the interview as well as its confidentiality. The primary purpose of the
questionnaire was to provide a purposeful sample group who could be interviewed
utilizing the second data collecting instrument (for the responses to the questions, see
Appendix D).
The second instrument, a researcher-designed, semi-structured interview format
with nine questions was utilized to collect the primary data for the study (see Appendix
B). The structure and questions were designed from the influence of several factors.
1. Primary research was done on the preparation for, process of and act of
interviewing, and on designing the structure of the interview. Three primary sources were
utilized (Kvale; Spradley; Wiersma). Especially drawing from Steinar Kvale, a seven-step
process of thematizing, designing, interviewing, transcribing, analyzing, verifying, and
reporting was incorporated. The first two steps, thematizing and designing, gave specific
help in formulating the questions for the interview. The remaining five steps guided the
data collection process.
2. The language and context of the research questions provided the most impact
on the structure and questions of the interview. The interview questions were designed
specifically to explore the data necessary to answer the four stated research questions
adequately.
3. Issues that arose out the review of literature and my own processing of the
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subject matter provided significant impact on the process.
4. Pilot studies were done to field test the interview questions for validity
purposes and further train and prepare the interviewer. As a result of the pretest pilot
studies, several significant changes were made to the interview protocol. The field testing
of the interview protocol yielded insight into the order of the questions, uncovered
redundancy within the questions, and helped bring clarity to several questions. Four
questions were eliminated, and five questions were edited for clarity and
understandability. One question was added to bring the final number of interview
questions to nine.
For reliability purposes, an interview script for protocol was prepared that I read
or paraphrased in each interview (see Appendix B). The purpose of the script was to
ensure some level of standardization for the overall process, especially in setting up the
interview and orienting the interviewee to the process.
Upon making telephone contact according to a prearranged schedule via e-mail
correspondence, the prospective interviewee was greeted and reminded of the reason for
the call. I asked each interviewee if this was a good time to talk and thanked them for
being willing to participate in the interview. Then I gave them a brief description of the
topic of the dissertation project. The purpose of the interview was discussed and the
protocol was previewed for orientation. This preview included the number of questions to
be asked, the possibility of probing, and the purely voluntary nature of their participation.
A request for accuracy in reporting was made reminding the interviewee that this
material would be the data from which the conclusions of the project would be drawn. An
offer of sharing the findings was extended as was an opportunity to ask any questions
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before the beginning of the recording. The interviewee was reminded of the need for
recording the interview and informed that the tape recorder would be turned on, after
which their permission to record would be requested on tape.
The first question was a grand tour question that began by inviting them to think
through the process of how they normally prepared sermons. With this process in mind,
they were then asked to describe how they normally utilized prayer in that process. The
purpose of a grand tour question such as this was to give the interviewee a chance to
broach the question broadly and choose the initial direction of the conversation by
describing how prayer informed their preparation process.
Question 2 was inserted as a result of the pretests and sought to discover how they
described their preaching style (whether it was narrative, topical, expository, or some
other label). The answer to this question helped the interviewer gain necessary context in
understanding the perspective of the interviewee as well as provided interpretive clues to
remaining questions.
Question 3 was designed to give the interviewee an opportunity to describe how
they arrived at the so-called “Aha! moment” in their most recent sermon preparation
experience. This question was designed to uncover in their own words the dynamics
involved in this revelatory moment that marks inspired preparation and preaching.
The next questions, 4 and 5, probed that dynamic by asking how prayer
specifically shaped their exegesis and interpretation, the nature of their praying, and
inviting them to walk me through a typical example of how they might combine prayer
and exegesis. Question 6 was another “grand tour” question, though the “touring” area
was specific to the hermeneutical task.
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Their view of the role of the Holy Spirit in the preparation process was explored
in Question 7, followed by a question that probed the influences that had shaped their
current practice of prayer in sermon preparation.
Question 9, added as a result of pretesting, provided an open-ended opportunity
for the interviewee to communicate any advice or comments on prayer and hermeneutics
not covered in the previous questions.
As each interview progressed, optional probing and seeking of clarity was
pursued dependent on the direction and flow of the interview. Each interview was closed
with gratitude for their time and responses.
Data Collection
The primary methodology for collecting data was exploratory research utilizing
the research technique of semi-structured interviewing of a purposeful sample group.
Thirty interviews were conducted over a period of five months. The research instrument
was a semi-structured interview protocol consisting of nine questions administrated by
the researcher. The interviews were conducted via telephone, audio taped, and then
transcribed in order to provide a verbatim record of the responses and comments. A list of
the interview questions can be found in Appendix B. The data for this study on the role of
prayer in sermon preparation was collected through the following procedure.
1. Thirty preaching pastors were interviewed over a five-month period. The
pastors were required to fit the criteria of being seminary trained, having five years of
preaching experience, currently preaching regularly, preparing their own original
sermons, practicing prayerful exegesis, and being willing to be interviewed to explore the
role of prayer and hermeneutics for homiletics.
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2. These interviews were semi-structured interviews that had been prearranged via
correspondence with the subjects through e-mails and telephone calls. An interview script
was utilized to standardize the overall structure.
3. The interview protocol was designed after researching interview methods,
formulating the interview questions, and pretesting the interview to eliminate potential
errors and to maximize the value of the data.
4. The interviews were conducted over the telephone. Each interview included
optional probing dependent on the variables present in the actual interview. Each
interview lasted approximately twenty to thirty-five minutes.
5. Each interview was recorded after receiving permission from the interviewee.
The recording was made utilizing an inline recording device attached to a cassette
recorder. The tapes were labeled with the name and number of the interviewee.
6. The interviews were transcribed into a word processor from the tape recordings
by Michelle Eddy, a legal transcriptionist.
Data Analysis
The organizational and analytical work of interpreting the data began with
primary research on data analysis. Wiersma, Kvale, Strauss and Corbin, Miller and
Dingwall, and Merriam all provided helpful information on analyzing and coding the data
for interpretation.
The transcriptions were printed and read repeatedly to saturate my mind with the
data. They were read several times initially after being transcribed and then read
repeatedly during two different week-long intensive study sessions. They were studied
for patterns and analyzed for coding. The “basic operations” taught by Strauss and Corbin
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of “asking questions and making comparisons” were the guiding protocol for analyzing
the data (73). The data was sorted and studied for perception codes, process codes, and
other sorting codes.
The transcriptions were organized by sorting the data according to different
formats. The first sorting was to arrange all the responses to Question 1 in one file. The
same procedure was repeated for each question, yielding nine different files. These files
were printed and analyzed as well. Key words and themes were circled and/or underlined.
Possible themes and coding schemes were written in the margins.
A second sorting involved coding the data according to the four research
questions. Process, perception, concept, and other codes began to emerge and guided a
third general sorting. A working comprehensive table was developed listing the different
themes and coding topics taken from the responses of the interviews. Along the top of the
table was a list of coding themes. The names of the interviewees were listed along the left
side. The transcripts were read and studied again and the coding themes were charted
corresponding to the names of those interviewed. A fourth sorting was achieved through
lexical searches done with the word processor.
Following Harry F. Wolcott’s advice, data reduction and clarity in categorization
for reporting was sought throughout the process (32 ff.). These procedures yielded
patterns of both convergence and divergence from the review of literature and suggested
themes and content arrangement that provided the material for reporting the findings in
Chapter 4.
Nominal subject demographics were done for each of the pastors including their
gender and denominational affiliation. Only one of the pastors was female; all the rest
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male. Eleven different denominations were represented (Appendix G). Data analysis was
done comparing responses and denominational affiliation. No significant discernable
relationship emerged from the analysis.
Variables
Multiple variables were introduced due to the nature of the study prohibiting any
kind of controlled environment. The dependent variables that had the most impact on the
study were the prayer life and study patterns of the preacher. Variables such as how much
time each pastor spent praying and studying and the nature of their study habits impacted
the research in ways beyond my control. Another variable was how each pastor’s
personality affected their prayer life and study habits. Each interviewee’s church size and
the other professional responsibilities created variable relational demands on their lives
that were impossible to control. Because prayer affects one’s whole life, the entire scope
of each pastor’s life and history, including spiritual maturity would affect their prayer
habits. How they learned to prepare sermons through educational and life experiences
shaped their practice of hermeneutics for homiletics and, therefore, introduced yet
another variable.
A major factor throughout each of these realities was the work of the Holy Spirit
in each of their lives. Furthermore, how each of the pastors viewed the person and work
of the Spirit introduced variables. Other dependent variables include their age,
personality type, where they were educated, denominational backgrounds, theological
presuppositions, and spiritual gifts. Finally, as with all qualitative studies, a major
independent factor was the researcher.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS OF THE STUDY
A quote from one of the participants interviewed for this study captures some of
the challenge and anticipation that characterized this research:
There is a mystery to it. I do not understand the mystery. The Spirit is
doing something mysterious in that process. So it is really hard. I wonder
at times how you get this into dissertation form when there is so much
mystery to how God works in the midst of that, but I am anxious for you
to do it so the rest of us can benefit from it.
Capturing the dynamic of the perichoretic dance between Scripture, Spirit, and servant
does indeed involve “mystery” but it is not a mystery beyond description. This chapter
seeks to uncover some of that mystery by reporting the findings of the research to gain
insight into the relationship between prayer, hermeneutics, and homiletics.
This research was a qualitative study utilizing exploratory methods to probe the
prayer practices and study habits of pastors in order to explore the role of prayer in
interpreting God’s Word for sermon preparation. Therefore, due to its qualitative nature,
reporting the findings required descriptive language and sufficient field evidence to
understand the subjects properly. I have quoted extensively from transcripts compiled
from the interviews and provided context when necessary to facilitate clarity in
communication. The transcripts were made from recordings of the interviews and reveal
the spontaneous, verbal communication style of each interviewee. The qualitative nature
of the project is best portrayed by letting the subjects speak in their own language.
The stated purpose of the study was to explore the role of prayer in interpreting
God’s Word for sermon preparation among preaching pastors and to identify positive
practices that can be incorporated in current and future preparation models.
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Research Questions
The study was guided by four research questions.
Research Question # 1
What is the role of prayer among preaching pastors in the sermon preparation
process?
Research Question # 2
How does prayer shape the hermeneutical process of sermon preparation?
Research Question # 3
What are the resources and influences that have shaped the way preachers practice
sermon preparation?
Research Question # 4
What practices can be observed from those who engage in prayerful exegesis?
The Role of Prayer in Sermon Preparation
Each of the pastors interviewed indicated the significance of prayer in their
sermon preparation process. The role of prayer was described in terms of two general
categories: the value of prayer for sermon preparation and the function of prayer for
sermon preparation. The value of prayer for sermon preparation was underscored in the
amount of pastors who indicated it as an “essential element” in the process.
Essential Element
One of the most common responses regarding the role of prayer in sermon
preparation had to do with its necessary and essential presence in the process. Prayer was
described as “the first thing I do” and “absolutely essential.” Twenty-one pastors used
similar language to describe how prayer informed their sermon preparation process,
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saying it was “vital,” “paramount,” the foundation,” and “the most important thing I do.”
One pastor said, “I do not think that there is any way to preach a sermon that changes
lives without prayer.”
Recognition was given to the ability to prepare and preach a sermon without
prayer, but sermons that change lives are sermons that have been prepared in and through
prayer since “long-term life change is something God does and only he does.” Perhaps
that is why other pastors described prayer as the “key” to sermon preparation and
emphasized its “absolutely necessary” role, continuing, “you absolutely cannot do it
[prepare sermons] without talking to God. It is just going to be man’s ideas, not his.”
Prayer was seen as an essential element because it is “the foundation of what you are
going to use to approach God’s Word and God’s people.”
Several pastors spoke of their “dependence” on prayer and their own futility of
attempting to prepare a sermon without prayer. One quoted his mentor, Crawford Loritz,
as saying that “nothing of value happens in the kingdom of God apart from prayer,”
applying this general statement specifically to his own sermon preparation. Another
pastor voiced his dependence on prayer in the process in these words:
Personally I do not feel I can do anything without it [prayer], I will be
honest about it. I think it is a continual attitude of prayer that you have to
be in. Without him [God] we are in big trouble. I think to be honest prayer
in itself is a necessity. It is essential if we are really going to get his
message, not mine across. I think that is the biggest struggle I have is, “am
I reading you right, God?”
This frequently voiced judgment that prayer is an essential element to the sermon
preparation process received prominent status despite the fact that no questions were
asked as to how important prayer was or whether it was important or not. The interview
questions were not questions of value or importance. The questions probed into the
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practices, perspectives, and process of sermon preparation. Furthermore, the kinds of
answers and comments that are being reported under the label “essential element” came
at different places in the interviews. In fact, at times, I had to ask the question again
because the value statements made about the importance of prayer seemed out of place
and evasive of the stated question.
The functional role of prayer in the sermon preparation process was seen
throughout the interviews and the responses revealing this role could be grouped in four
broad categories: selection of text/topic, providing focus and direction, spiritual
formation, and understanding the text. These categories summarized in Table 4.1 provide
a baseline from which to understand the role of prayer more clearly in the specifics of the
hermeneutical process.

Table 4.1. Functional Role of Prayer
Role
Providing focus and direction

Text/Topic selection
Spiritual formation
Understanding the text
N=30

N
27
13
8
24

%
90
43
26
80

Providing Focus and Direction
Twenty-seven of the pastors interviewed mentioned that prayer provided for them
focus and direction through the sermon preparation process. The remaining three
demonstrated in their comments that prayer served the same or similar purpose even
though they did not specifically mention it in this role. This description was clearly the
most common, though general, role of prayer among the pastors interviewed. Prayer
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helped to provide focus for the interpretive task as well as the overall sermon preparation.
One pastor explains, “Part of what I begin saying is, ‘God, lead me to where you want me
to focus in this passage. There are so many things in this passage that could draw my
attention, but what do you need people to hear?’”
Prayer served as a refocusing element when direction was unclear. One pastor
shared how often he practiced praying “while I am studying. Particularly those times I
feel like I am not getting anywhere, then I will say ‘I need to pray.’ That seems to help
provide a focus.”
Another pastor gave an example of how he was beginning to move in one
direction in interpreting a text and forming the sermon but was not sure he was on the
right track and recognized he lacked focus. Prayer provided the focus. In sharing this
episode he recounted, “When I started praying about it, that [new insight] just jumped out
at me. It almost changed my whole focus when I start praying about the text.”
Guidance and direction in the interpretation process was sighted repeatedly as one
of the chief purposes of prayer. One pastor summarized, “I guess for me the short answer
is that it guides the process; prayer guides the process.” Three different pastors clarified
this directing process:
Even selecting the right words to study, which things to focus on, what to
wrestle with, what to ignore. I think there are those times when you are
looking at a text and you have those “Aha! moments.” Often I do not have
anything that I could point to and say, okay, here is why that “Aha!
Moment” came other than I sense that the Holy Spirit is giving a kind of
direction to that insight.
It might be coming across a significant verse and just stopping there
and saying, “Lord, I know that there is something here. This is what
catches me, but what is it that you would have? Speak to me so I know
what it is you have for me right here.” That is basically as I go through.
“What is it that you have?” I probably read it several times, obviously,
throughout the week, just trying to ask for God's illumination and
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guidance.
I always pray, “Lord, allow the research to open my eyes to what you
want said.” It was kind of like chaos on paper. It was. If you are doing this
for a preaching professor, he would have hated what I had in front of me.
But then it was like all of a sudden pieces started falling together. Once
another piece fell, another piece fell. It is like, “okay, God, this is pretty
good stuff here. Thank you.” So, yes, I mean, I always pray with God’s
guidance being the goal.
Seeking God for focus and direction was often communicated in language such as, “I just
want to say what God wants me to say,” or, “I want to say what is on your heart, God, for
your people.” This prayer of asking God for his direction, even for his words, was the
most common prayer prayed by the pastors interviewed.
Sometimes this prayer would take the shape of simply asking God what was “in
his heart” or asking, “what do you want to say,” and other times it was “what do these
people need to hear?” A strong theme of desire to have their message represent what
“God wanted to say” characterized many of the pastors:
I pray with the operation in mind, that the Spirit will not only open my
heart to what God wants me to communicate from a particular text, or this
particular text, but also what he wants me to hear in regards to his heart for
his people.
I would just say that I feel like God understands the way he wants to
preach this Word to a congregation. I consider myself a relatively
intelligent guy, so it is easy to depend on my basic intelligence and
experience and previous study of the Word. I do not want to become
dependent off of that for preaching. I would rather be dependent off of the
way God wants to communicate his Word. I feel like, I say this to the
congregation, that this is his church and he is the pastor. So I look at my
preaching [not] as “what do I want to say to the church this Sunday.” I
look at it and say, “What do I feel God wants to say through me to the
church this Sunday?” So when I look at a passage, I am really trying to
have that clear sense of, “God, what are you wanting to say through this
passage to this congregation?”
The desire of “wanting to say what God wants” seemed to be one of the driving factors
for why these pastors utilized prayer in their preparation process, and it shaped their
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praying from the very beginning of the sermon preparation process.
Ten pastors mentioned that prayer was the first thing they did in sermon
preparation. They wanted to get God’s direction and focus at the very beginning of their
process:
To begin with, I pray for some direction, leading. In planning my sermon
schedule, I tend to preach [in] series. So usually most of the prayer is,
getting started and everything is dealing with the series, and how that
series will lay out, and the direction that it will go, and such. And then in
the beginning of each [sermon], that is kind of an overarching time of
prayer, just for what am I supposed to be preaching about. After all that
gets laid out, then [for] each sermon I pray for a particular direction with
that sermon. And then the last, I guess, in terms of the beginnings of it all,
is praying as I open the text, just to pray that I would be faithful to the
text.
I pray and ask God what he would have me to say that would bless
them [the people] and also bless him. That is the first step. Then I pray
through that process. Then I throw notes down. Then I go through the
notes. Then I develop it from there scripturally.
These last two quotes also demonstrate an order of steps taken by a number of pastors.
These pastors began the process of sermon preparation by seeking God in prayer as to
direction and then sought him about what text or topic on which to preach. This function
of prayer as text and/or topic selection is the second category under the functional role of
prayer.
Text/Topic Selection
Thirteen pastors spoke of how prayer played an integral part in deciding what to
preach week-to-week in terms of choosing a text on which to preach. Again, the purpose
of the study has been to explore the role of prayer in interpreting God’s Word for sermon
preparation among preaching pastors and the first step in the interpretation process is to
establish a text. One pastor related how for him this prayer “begins at the preparation
stage. What kinds of things does God want me to be communicating to his people and
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what kinds of texts [emphasis mine] are going to allow me to sort of communicate that
word to them?”
For these thirteen pastors, seeking God as to what he wants to say and what texts
would fit that message was a very common theme. One pastor spoke of his pattern of
praying each week as to the subject matter and “then looking for your text” from which to
preach that subject best. Reflecting the same pattern, another pastor said, “In the matter
of selection, I tend to be topical. What I do is in that prayer time, if there is a theme that
comes up, I start looking then towards what Scripture has to say about that theme.”
Very similar to this language of praying for direction in selecting a text is the
language of prayer in selecting a topic. Most of the pastors combined these two tasks of
selection of text and selection of topic, the only difference being in which order they
placed them. Several pastors spoke of getting away for a prayer and planning retreat
where they would prayerfully plan the year’s preaching and prayerfully search for texts
and topics they felt God was leading them to address. One quote is particularly
informative in revealing this pattern:
Usually a few times in the year I actually block out about, I prefer to take
out an entire week. It does not usually take that long to spend in prayer
and fasting regarding even sermon topics for the up-coming year. At least
we will chart out four months in advance, try to go out eight to twelve.
That usually comes in a long, drawn-out session just seeking the Lord.
About all I will do during that time is just pray and read Scripture, just ask
him [to] illumine in my heart and mind, ask him what areas are going to be
necessary, where should I go, how should I do that. That is before we ever
get to text or topic, any of those. Usually we will have a couple of themes
that develop out of that.
For some, the interpretive task began in the choosing of the text or the topic,
whether on a planning retreat or in the week before preaching. They saw the praying as
seeking God for what he would have them say, sometimes before the choosing of the
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text/topic, sometimes in the choosing of the text or topic. Repeatedly, pastors mentioned
how they utilize prayer to help them “know what God would have me to say” or “reveal
to me what needs to be preached.” One pastor emphasized, “Prayer is the beginning of
the whole situation. In choosing a topic, prayer is a must. Finding the Scripture that God
wants you to share, again, prayer, that is a must.”
Since several pastors either utilized the lectionary (four of them) or preached
systematically through biblical books (six of them), and therefore already had a text
before them, this function of prayer for text/topic selection among the rest of the pastors
emerged as a very common role.
Preaching style seemed to have an effect on this discussion of how prayer
influenced text/topic selection. When asked which preaching style best described them,
the pastors were given the labels narrative, expository, and topical or invited to offer their
own descriptive label (see Table 4.2).

Table 4.2. Preaching Styles of Pastors
Preaching Style
Expository
Topical
Narrative
Combination of styles
N=30

N
22
17
4
12

%
73
56
13
40

Twenty-two pastors indicated they were expository preachers, seventeen pastors
preferred to be called topical preachers, and only four pastors chose narrative as their
descriptor. Eighteen of the pastors chose only one of the three labels to describe them
best. Twelve preachers created some sort of combination or hybrid of styles offering such
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labels as “topositional” and “expo-topical” and “narrative with an expository bent.”
Spiritual Formation
In Chapter 2, acknowledgement of the role of prayer in spiritually forming the
preacher was recognized as a very important part of sermon preparation. This macro
factor of preparation is focused on preparing the preacher, which, in turn, determines how
the preacher interprets the text and hears the Holy Spirit. An essential part of preparing to
preach generally, this factor is equally important in the specific preparation of each
individual sermon.
Eight pastors recognized and reported that while praying during interpreting the
text, God was also operative in spiritually forming their hearts. All eight saw the sermon
preparation process as a key element in their spiritual formation and prepared their
sermons out of this foundation. An example of this pattern is a pastor who shared about
the process of his sermon preparation emerging right out of his devotional reading of the
sermonic text. He recounted how he typically would be reading the Scripture for both
spiritual formation and sermon content:
[I would read the] Scripture I am preaching on that particular week. Then I
might go to a Psalm or something like that, read a Psalm just to kind of get
more focused, redirected on what God wants because I believe that is what
the Psalms are for. We get out of kilter and they bring us back to what
God wants and who God is. Then I will write out, after that time in
Scripture, I will write out my prayers. Then I might jot down a few notes
and thoughts that I have regarding the sermon that God has kind of
brought to my mind during this time.
When asked about how he normally utilized prayer in the process of sermon
preparation, one pastor pointed to how prayer helped him realize his standing before God:
[I pray] mostly just to humble myself, to stand before God and realize I
am his servant. In doing so, I just confess my sins, spend time with him
just wanting to hear his voice, be honest with him, and realizing it is his
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message and not mine. Spending about 20 minutes just in prayer and just
kind of just letting God speak to me, too, because I know a lot of my
sermons are not just for the transformation of my congregation but for me,
too.
This pastor was one of the few who practiced a process of preparing sermons that built
spiritual formation into the act of preparation.
Two pastors mentioned keeping a prayer journal as a part of their sermon
preparation process. Their interactions with the text hermeneutically were prayerfully
processed as a part of their spiritual formation:
Each day of the week, I read the text and I journal with the text. It
becomes a prayer during that time. Then I will start to read some of the
exegetical resources. But mostly, I think perhaps the most important part
of the process is the prayer, is the journaling. That kind of is a way to
weave the text into my life.
After I pray and spend time just with the Lord humbling myself before
him, going to the text, starting my study, and jotting down my ideas that
God is laying on my heart as I go down through the text. I write down my
applications for me as I am praying, exegeting the passage, how should I
be applying this to my life again for today. I am just writing down some of
the ideas for application I guess for myself. Then off of that, as I spend
time in the text, I am praising God for things he is teaching me, and then
there is sometimes I get into a text and I just see how insufficient I've
become. I guess the text, it is sharper than a two-edged sword, does some
surgery on me while I am studying it. I guess it is more personal than just
trying to get a sermon out.
For these two pastors, the sermon literally came out of their own prayer and study life,
interpretation and application for the congregation rising out of personal spiritual
formation.
Understanding the Text
The last category of how prayer informs the way preaching pastors prepare
sermons is the heart of the exegetical task: understanding the text. Twenty-four pastors
indicated they depended on prayer to help them understand the Word of God. Many of
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the comments cited above were made in the context of pastors speaking about how they
use prayer in seeking to understand the text from which they are preaching. One pastor
explained this kind of praying:
I think first of all I ask God for the ability to understand the Greek: “Give
me some help, Lord.” So it is a pleading prayer I think to give me an
insight. But also as I read through all of the interpretations that are given
and all of the homiletical helps in terms of exegesis, that in my
contemplation of that, I continue to ask, “Lord, help me to understand
what this means for us today.” I am one, while I set aside time for prayer
each day, in this process I think my prayer is a continual beseeching of
God to give me insight and wisdom. I am constantly during that whole
time asking, “Lord, help me understand this.”
This pastor’s praying, similar to what another pastor called “dart prayers,” short prayers
of seeking God for help in understanding the text, and prayers that formed a running
dialogue were characteristic of pastors praying in this vein. Pastors spoke of prayer as an
ongoing conversation with God during this time:
To me it is the supportive system that I have found in my life as I am
preparing for preaching that is God’s gift to encourage, sustain, and
empower me to try to gain insight into what the text is saying. For me, and
everybody has to define it for themselves, for me it is an ongoing
dialogue. It is not a formulized time in my life, although I do formulize
prayer, obviously, but it is just an ongoing dialogue in which as I am
struggling through a text I am continually asking, “Lord, help me
understand what you are trying to tell me here. Help me understand what
is going on. Give me the insight so that I can [speak] a word that is an
empowering and enabling word to the people.”
I am praying and I beg God, I say, “I need to know what this means.
Why would you say this? Why would Jesus do that? Why would he do
that?” I am being very honest with you, sometimes it will come all at once
and God will just lay it into my brain and it will be an “Aha! moment” and
I understand it. And it is a kind of a moment I wait for God and I say,
“Okay, I want to make sure that I am headed in the right direction.”
This last category of the functional role of prayer, understanding the text, overlaps the
first research question with the second. The second research question dealt with how
prayer shapes the hermeneutical process of sermon preparation. This interpretation issue
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was a very large part of how pastors described prayer influencing their sermon
preparation and therefore will receive its own section below.
The Interpretive Role of Prayer
When interviewing each of the pastors, the interview questions began with some
broad, “grand tour” questions about prayer and sermon preparation and then moved to the
narrow, specific role of prayer during interpretation of the biblical text. The questions
were designed to uncover how prayer was utilized in the hermeneutical path of
interpreting the passage. As the interviews were conducted, a theme emerged of how
pastors arrived at the point where their interpretation of the text became clear and yielded
material for their sermon. This point is called “interpretive clarity.”
Interpretive Clarity
Many interpreters have experienced an “Aha! moment” when suddenly the
passage is opened and insight becomes clear. This moment of interpretive clarity is a
hermeneutical moment and often provides the propulsion for future homiletical moments.
The hermeneutical “Aha! moment” is not to be confused with the more general “Aha!
moment” of a sermonic idea or rhetorical device. The interview questions posed to the
pastors in this study were seeking to discover how prayer shaped the hermeneutical
process in the preparation of the sermon. During the interview protocol, in setting up a
question seeking to get insight into the “Aha! moment” of inspired interpretation, the
following text was read to each interviewee:
Many pastors pray at different points in the sermon preparation process.
This interview seeks to explore that specific part of sermon preparation
where we are interpreting the text. Now, I want you to think back to the
most recent sermon you’ve prepared. What was your text? (pause for
answer) Describe for me that point, that moment where you were caught
or gripped by the sermonic idea in the text. Describe for me that “Aha!
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moment.”
While many pastors launched into mini-sermons as they recounted their “Aha!
moments,” eventually with some probing, I was able to gather information about how
these interpretative eureka moments occurred. Along with Question 6 (see Appendix B),
this question was the most revealing one in the whole interview. Ranging from evading
the question (which is explored in Chapter 5) to providing insightful detail, pastors gave
me a rare window into how prayer shaped their hermeneutical process.
Surprisingly, though these pastors had been selected on the basis of their own
prayer practices in hermeneutics, fourteen pastors recounted how they came to
interpretive clarity without any mention of prayer (see Table 4.3). Of these fourteen, six
pastors said they could not explain nor knew how they arrived at the “Aha! moment” of
interpretation (nor were exactly sure what I meant), and four reported they were
“reading/studying or thinking.” Four other pastors relayed that they were engaged in
“other” activities when interpretive clarity occurred. These activities included discussing
the passage with another person on the phone, attending a conference, and talking to
another pastor.

Table 4.3. Arriving at Interpretive Clarity
Activity
Reading/Studying
Do not know
Other
Praying
N=30

n
4
6
4
16

%
13
20
13
53

Sixteen pastors indicated they were praying when interpretive clarity came. Five
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of these sixteen were also engaged in reading and/or studying. Language used to describe
the moment when interpretive clarity came was usually “I was praying,” “I was
meditating,” or, “I was seeking God for the meaning.” One pastor said he was “praying
and journaling, kind of doing a prayer journal.” Another pastor shared how he “reads and
rereads the text” all the while he is praying about it and credits this typical process with
how he gets clarity in interpreting the text. After sharing one particular example, he said,
“My ‘Aha! moment’ came because I was reading and rereading and praying about it.”
Some pastors spoke with ease and precision about the process of prayer and
interpretation, while others struggled to describe it. The quotation that opened Chapter 4
of this dissertation came from a pastor who struggled with describing the mystery of God
giving revelational insight into the text. Interestingly, this same pastor went on to paint a
helpful picture of how this “mystery” of illumination works:
My perception of what happens is that when you are studying a text and
you are asking God to enlighten you, to illuminate you may be a better
biblical word for that, then all through that process you are being drawn to
particular words or you are being drawn to particular exegetical issues of
context or grammar that you might not otherwise see. I do not know that I
can pinpoint and say, okay, God said, “Look at that.” I just sensed in the
process of reflecting on the text and having asked God to give you
direction in that text that the right things surface.
Representing those pastors who struggled with understanding and describing how
prayer and interpretation intersect, one pastor spoke of the process in terms of a sudden
light coming on:
It is almost by surprise, if that makes any sense. It is like one day I will
look at this passage and nothing comes. I am thinking, “Okay, Lord, I am
going to put this aside.” All of a sudden after just kind of laying it aside
and just going on and just continuing to pray about it, all of a sudden I will
be sitting there, it just seems to come like somebody turns a light on. It is
almost, I like to use the term “out of the blue.”
Bringing more clarity to the process is the pastor who describes preparing his
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sermons “in a prayerful attitude.” This same pastor continued to describe one particular
example of the process:
It was more of a subconscious, prayerful time. My theological beliefs do
not really cause me to say or to think that the Lord speaks to me in an
audible voice, but I feel like he does allow me to, enables me, I guess is a
better word, to focus and to think and to bring my thoughts towards a
subject, and he speaks to me through his Word. I think that was a prayerful
revelation that came to me. I would not take any credit for it. I do not
know that there is credit to be taken.
The “prayerful revelation” this pastor describes fits with the description of another pastor
who shares that this revelation comes “just by opening myself up, spending time waiting
for that revelation. I begin on Monday and percolate this and let it sit all week. It is
something that I think and pray about all week.”
Again, this “prayerful revelation” concept appeared among several pastors and is
similar to the language of “meditation” used by eight different pastors. They spoke of
getting to the meaning of the text while “reading and meditating” on the passage. One
pastor reported how during “a moment of reading and meditating on the text…the
direction struck me which way I wanted to go.” Another pastor reflected on the moment
of interpretive clarity by saying, “I was in contemplation. I was in medication. [I believe
he meant ‘meditation!’) I was in prayer. But it wasn’t with my eyes closed. It was like I
was really sort of saying there is got to be something else here.” Two other pastors
related their experience of studying and meditating with the following descriptions:
It is like an open communication with the Lord, with his Spirit working
within me as I am reading the text and as I am writing and as I am putting
the pictures together, what does he want me to do. It is not that I am
talking or I close my eyes and I do it, but it is the meditation in the text, it
is the meditation into even the text of the commentaries that I refer to.
That is a matter of prayer. Sometimes it comes to you in the study
process. Sometimes as I have prayed about that and as I close my
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intentional prayer time, it might be in the course of my day or just
meditating from time to time, letting your mind wander that is causing that
subject to come together with the text.
After describing his meditative process of prayerful exegesis, one pastor moved
into exhortation during his interview:
I think we need to spend more time sitting underneath his Word rather
than sitting over it and having it kind of penetrate us rather than us
understand it. I think both are needed. I am not arguing this meditative
lectio divina over kind of the traditional rationalistic approach, I say you
have got to have both. They are two oars in the water. If you only have
one, you are spinning. It is just any experience and from what I see from
reading thousands of sermons, most people’s experiences, they have got
one oar in the water. It is the rationalistic approach, and they have
neglected the other, what do I want to say, meditative spiritual, that is a
loaded word; I would say meditative, subjective way of reading, I guess:
contemplative way. It has totally been neglected.
In addition to this pastor, two other pastors spoke of using a lectio divina model in
interpreting God’s Word. All three pastors are Protestants and have found in the rhythm
of lectio divina a model of engaging the biblical text and infolding it into their lives.
Engaging the biblical text in this manner was expressed by some pastors as
“praying the text.” Six pastors utilized this language to describe how prayer and
interpretation unfolded in their experience. One pastor said, “It becomes a part of the
dialogue with the text. I wind up praying the text [emphasis mine]. It is part of that
dialogue that I have with God.” When asked to give an example of when he “prayed the
text,” a pastor shared this extended experience:
I usually pray. I will sit here at my desk and cry over Scriptures. I
normally pray the Scriptures that I am reading that if I am going to preach
a passage, I almost always have prayed the passage at least a few times
beforehand, not as a form, but as I feel like those passages come alive to
me and they become prayers of mine back to God. As I am praying those
passages back to God, I feel like in those moments when I am praying the
Scriptures back to God, it is God’s Spirit that is almost praying those
Scriptures through me, that is revealing the truth in them from my life in

Mindling 100
showing me. So for me to give me an example of prayer, I would actually
have to be reading a specific passage that God was bringing alive to me
because the prayers are rooted in whatever the Scripture is. Like whenever
I was praying last week through Samuel and through David’s battle with
Goliath, there was a picture that came alive at me as the devil’s trying to
intimidate you, Matt, in this area and in this area. You need to do like
David did and not be intimidated but begin to speak the Word of God. I
just begin to do that. I begin to say I will not be intimidated by fear of this
or fear of this because I am confident. I serve the Lord of the host of
Israel. I begin to pray the words of David. As I saw that, I saw, boy, there
is such a confidence that David had, such a revelation of God’s greatness
that helped him to overcome that giant. He attacked with his words first.
And then that point of the message came out through really God revealing
it to my heart as I was praying the passage.
Sixteen pastors specifically mentioned prayer as helping them “understand the meaning”
of a text. Employing all of the catalogued terms, these pastors saw the primary purpose of
prayer in interpretation as getting at the meaning of the text. Whether they “meditated”
on the text, “prayed the text,” practiced “prayerful exegesis,” sought God for
“revelation,” or prayed conversationally through the process, their motive was the same:
“What does the text mean?”:
As I am looking at it [the text], as I am trying to just bring out everything
that it is trying to say, we will be seeking the Lord on that just asking
again, okay, “what is really going on?” I started actually praying
something my Old Testament seminary professor used to describe to us in
bringing this out. It was, “Okay, Lord, for a First Century Palestinian,
what is this trying to say?” Just so we get that clear, intended meaning. So
I really believe the Lord honors that, this seeking process, the questioning
process and will throw things my way that I have not thought of.
This pastor’s comments represent the best of classical biblical interpretation of
prayerfully engaging with the historical and contextual details in the text, seeking clarity
as he interacts with God and the Word of God.
Interpretive Accuracy
Seeking to be clear about the meaning of the text was a very prevalent theme for

Mindling 101
many of the pastors. Similar to this theme was how pastors described prayer as “keeping
them honest” to the meaning of the text (i.e., “interpretive accuracy”). They shared
examples of how they came to the text with preconceived ideas or great stories and tried
to make them work but “prayer kept them honest.” Prayer kept them “accountable” to
what was really in the text:
I guess prayer holds me accountable to know that I am not interpreting the
Scripture my way, but it is God’s Word; it is his Word, not mine. I guess
more my prayer at that point would be towards the application, not so
much the interpretation. The interpretation would be just the idea of
humbling me to the point of saying do not read anything extra into the
text. Just preach the Word. It stands alone. It is the Holy Spirit’s tool to
touch the hearts of people. I want to adequately give the historical and
grammatical context of it all, cultural context. But I guess I am praying
also for just that humility aspect of keeping me honest before God, not to
twist the text or make it say something it does not say.
I want to say it is really what keeps me honest with the text. I really
think that would be the thrust of it. That is what I want it to. I guess that is
what I am really praying. Like last week in particular, I had this really,
really great story. I mean, I just think it is a great story. I kept saying,
“Hey, how can I work this into this sermon?” And yet my praying has
been, I finally came down, you know, like on Friday and said this has
nothing to do with this text. So I guess at that juncture, in terms of sermon
preparation, prayer is what keeps me honest.
None of the pastors indicated that prayer was all they needed to interpret correctly or
ensure accuracy, but this “honesty check” was a role that prayer played in the
hermeneutical portion of their sermon preparation. In fact, several pastors shared how it
was the combination of study and prayer that brought the clearest and most accurate
interpretation.
Prayer was described by one pastor poetically as the “breath of interpretation” and
was “vital” in helping him to interpret accurately the “living” words of Scripture:
It [prayer] is vital; it is just vital. It is the breath of interpretation. But it
does not excuse you from the mechanics. Okay? You still got to put it into
context. You still got to say, “Who was this originally written for? Does it
still apply for people today? Was it just for their time? Who wrote it?
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When did they write it? Where did they write it?” You have got to do the
hard work, as well as, I guess, there is a ditch on each side of road.
[Either] God will do it all, [or] it is all on me. The idea is to keep it
centered, in between the two ditches; otherwise, you get hung up either
way. But, yeah, I mean, prayer is vital. The Bible is a living document.
Similar to this pastor, another pastor recounted how the Holy Spirit was working, during
his praying, to keep him “exegetically honest.” He called this aspect of prayer, “the
accountability side of prayer” and saw it as another facet of his ongoing dialogue with
God throughout the interpretation process:
The other side of it is, and I guess this is the accountability side of prayer,
I guess in this little prayer like ongoing dialogue with the Spirit, to the
extent that I am aware that I am taking the text or taking more liberty with
the text, not submitting myself to the text, then I guess the easiest way to
say that is that the Spirit does not let me rest with that. In other words, I
will not develop this fine piece of thing I read into the text, rather than just
include it because it sort of maybe communicates a point that I would like
to make. So I guess the Spirit keeps me exegetically honest as well as
exegetically insightful.
This quote serves as a helpful segue to the multifaceted work of the Holy Spirit in and
through the interpretation process. The Holy Spirit is the one who, along with his other
hermeneutical roles, brings interpretive clarity and ensures interpretive accuracy. He has
been referred to in passing twelve times in previous quotes in this chapter. Pastors have
cited his presence and activity in their interpretive work in various ways. To his specific
role in hermeneutical prayer, I now turn.
The Role of the Holy Spirit in Hermeneutical Prayer
A major theme throughout the interviews was the role and activity of the Holy
Spirit. A lexical search through the interview transcripts revealed a reference to the work
of the Spirit by name 165 times. This number does not include pronouns. The Holy
Spirit’s role in the process of biblical interpretation cannot be overemphasized, and this
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theme showed up in many of the pastors’ responses. The Spirit was described numerous
times as guide, interpreter, illuminator, teacher, leader, helper, and translator. One pastor
described the process of interpretation as requiring a constant “reliance on the Holy
Spirit,” and another described the Spirit’s work as “the divine chef putting all the
ingredients together” for effective sermon preparation.
The responses of how the pastors described the role and work of the Holy Spirit in
interpreting the biblical text could be summarized under two general interpretive
categories: Spirit as superintendent and Spirit as illuminator.
Spirit as Superintendent
The Holy Spirit as superintendent describes the Spirit’s work in the role of guide,
helper, leader, and overseer of the process of interpretation and sermon preparation.
Summarized in this title are many of the attributions the pastors made to the Holy Spirit’s
help in the sermon preparation process. Eleven pastors specifically mentioned the role of
the Spirit as guide in their interpretation and preparation of their sermons. They spoke of
the Spirit’s role to “guide and direct some of the research and study” and how they
practiced as a rule “being sensitive to the Spirit’s leading” in this process. One pastor
simply said specifically about the Holy Spirit, “I just have a strong conviction that he
leads.”
Echoing the same belief, another pastor describes in more detail how the Spirit
leads and guides his study of the Word, a work he sees as “critical” to his study:
I believe that the Holy Spirit sort of leads my thinking, alerts my thinking,
and sometimes even sort of leads me in a certain direction to discover a
certain thing about a text. Because of where he has me at a certain point in
my life at this particular time or what I am dealing with my congregation,
but I believe he is leading me to begin to reflect or to draw things from
this particular word that two years before or two years later might be a
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little bit different. I think the way the Spirit works is that fresh, that
immediate, that this is God’s word for you today. So this is what, even
though you may have preached on this text before, this is the new insight
or this is the new way this old insight needs to be applied because of
where you are at today. So for me that is what is critical about the role of
the Spirit in my work.
This leadership of the Spirit in interpretation and sermon preparation is represented by
some pastors expressing the confidence and belief that the Holy Spirit was guiding the
whole preparation process, citing John 16:13, where Jesus promised the Spirit would
guide the disciples into all truth. They viewed his role in interpretation and sermon
preparation as “superintending” the work, guiding and leading the process from
beginning to end, studying to writing. Sometimes this guiding was a “quiet confidence,”
and other times it led to open dialogue:
Then even while I am looking up Scripture, and I do refer to the Greek and
the Hebrew, I might get stuck on a word: “Okay, Holy Spirit, what is it
that you really want to say here? How do you want to say it?” So that is
kind of, even again while I am writing, if I get, I can almost sense the
Holy Spirit leading me.
He is with me all the time. He is in me; he is around me. We can go on
for three hours with this one. I just believe that the Holy Spirit is there. He
is given as our comforter, our teacher, our helper. I believe strongly that
the Holy Spirit is here, as our helper, our guide, our counselor, our teacher,
all that stuff. What the Word says about him, I believe it.
Several pastors expressed this sense of the Holy Spirit providing superintending
guidance. The two pastors just quoted represent two ends of the spectrum of how they
understand and practice this belief. On one end of the spectrum is open dialogue with the
Spirit, while on the other end of the spectrum a steady assurance of the Spirit’s guidance
serves as a foundational but unspoken belief.
Spirit as Illuminator
The second major category of how the Holy Spirit was specifically described as
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working in the hermeneutical process was as illuminator. This role could be implied in
the role of the Spirit as superintendent, but so many pastors specifically mentioned his
work in this role, it deserves its own category. Many of the pastors believed that they
could not adequately grasp the meaning of the text without the Spirit’s role as
illuminator. One pastor bluntly stated: “If the Spirit is not working, I am dead in the
water.”
Explaining his default approach to God’s Word, one pastor acknowledged his
view of the Spirit’s role: “I see him as the illuminator of every passage.” Following the
same path, a pastor described his confidence of aggressively interacting with the text:
“Because I think the text comes alive when you bring your questions to it, but it only
comes alive if the Spirit is present.” Another pastor voiced a similar belief: “When I say,
‘Lord, help me here,’ it is almost an assumption that that includes we need the Holy
Spirit’s guidance and light upon this prayer and upon the passage that we are dealing
with.”
Several pastors regularly prayed prayers of illumination when preparing to study a
passage. One referred to Paul’s prayer in Ephesians 1:17-18 when he prayed for wisdom,
discernment, and enlightenment:
I take pretty seriously Paul’s prayer for illumination in that the Spirit
enables us to understand the text that he has been responsible for writing
in the first place. That whole 1 Corinthians thing really does resonate with
me where no one knows the mind of God except the Spirit of God. And
we are told that we have the Spirit of Christ. I take that to mean that the
Spirit is active in our study.
When it comes time to actually preparing the weekly message, it
usually begins with a simple prayer, Lord, let your Spirit illumine my
heart and mind that I would be able to bring across in this the thing that
you want to be brought out today.
Two more quotes capture qualitatively the approach taken by a number of pastors who
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expressed their dependence on the Spirit in interpreting God’s word, a dependence
mediated for them through prayer:
So [to] the Spirit I come trusting and asking–asking and trusting that the
Spirit wants to communicate this Word to his people once again. I guess I
just ask for hearing once again. It is not a new revelation. The revelation is
already there. It is an understanding of what the Spirit is saying to us now
that is consistent, coherent with the revelation that is already been given. I
think the Spirit helps us pray, too.
I think the one thing for prayer and interpreting God’s Word is if we
go in and all I am doing is trying to figure out what it says without
allowing the Spirit to work, we have lost the uniqueness of God’s Word,
that it is written, but it is breathed into us with the Holy Spirit to
understand, to communicate to people. In other words, I can sit there and
if I exegete only what the words are, what the Greek is, I have lost [the]
uniqueness of God’s Spirit to speak through his Word. So it has to be a
moment of prayer in which the Spirit is leading that will provide and
prepare our sermons. That is how I look at it.
Both of these quotes illustrate the foundational dependence on the illuminating work of
the Holy Spirit to interpret and accurately understand God’s Word. Both pastors’ words
reflect practicing sermon preparation that is Spirit-led and Spirit-inspired.
Learning Prayerful Hermeneutics
The third research question was, “What are the resources and influences that have
shaped the way preachers practice sermon preparation?” The thirty pastors who
participated in this study had completed a questionnaire at the outset that had been
designed to produce a sample group exclusively made up of pastors who had been
seminary trained where they had been taught courses on sermon preparation. The purpose
was to generate a sample from which to study who had been exposed to specific teaching
or mentoring in the craft of sermon preparation. The research question was designed to
uncover how preachers’ sermon preparation process was shaped. Specifically, if
preachers practiced models of prayerful study of God’s Word for preaching, the research
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sought to discover where they learned such models. The responses to the exploration of
this question are easily summarized into three categories: books, mentors, and experience
(see Table 4.4).

Table 4.4. Resources and Influences on Learning Prayerful Hermeneutics
Source of Influence
Books
Mentors
Experience
N=30

n
14
11
8

%
46
36
26

Fourteen pastors said in the development of their own practice of prayer in
sermon preparation they were influenced or taught through resources such as books and
publications on prayer. Twelve of these pastors singled out books exclusively as
providing them with guidance in this area, whereas the three other pastors in this group
said they also received help from mentors. Four pastors singled out books by E. M.
Bounds, making him the most referenced author in this category. The author mentioned
the most after Bounds was Richard Foster whose books were mentioned three times. The
only other authors who were referenced by more than one person were Henry Blackaby
and Dallas Willard (twice each). Dallas Willard’s book, Hearing God was specifically
cited as a help in learning how to pray and hear God through Scripture as was Richard
Foster’s Celebration of Discipline and Prayer: Finding the Heart’s True Home. Other
authors cited included Charles Spurgeon, John Piper, Brother Lawrence, Andrew Murray,
Rick Warren, and Abraham Kuyper, all authors of whom I had heard or read. Only
Bounds, Willard, Spurgeon, and Foster spoke in any way to the kind of prayerful study of
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the Word of God this project has researched. Two authors of whom I had not heard were
mentioned: Ed Corley and James Skop. Notably, no pastor mentioned a book on the topic
of prayerful exegesis, sermon preparation, or hermeneutics.
Eleven pastors indicated that they had been coached or influenced personally by a
mentor of some kind. Five of these mentors were professors, under whom the pastors had
sat in seminary, one was a founding pastor, three were friends or colleagues, and one was
Tilden Edwards, founder of the Shalem Institute for Spiritual Direction. Edwards and his
staff taught a prayer model incorporating lectio divina that profoundly influenced one of
the pastors I interviewed.
Eight pastors could not point to a specific resource or influence that had shaped
the way they practice hermeneutics for homiletics. One of them articulated her
disappointment of not being taught what seemed to her so vital and valuable. Four pastors
shared how they hammered out their practice of prayerful exegesis through desperation
and wrestling with preparing weekly sermons. One pastor recalled how out of the
“poverty of his own ability,” he learned to pray while studying. Another recounted a dark
night of the soul where he learned a new level of dependence on prayer that spilled over
into his sermon preparation.
Comparing the responses of the pastors to previous questions regarding prayerful
exegesis reveals most of the responses in this area were responses regarding prayer in
general, not specific prayerful exegesis. In summary, only one pastor, the one who had
attended Shalem Institute, seemed to have had any specific training in prayerful exegesis.
Each of the other pastors received general help in prayerful sermon preparation.
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Practices of Prayerful Exegesis
The fourth research question was, “What practices can be observed from those
who engage in prayerful exegesis?” Part of the desire to pursue this study was to uncover
some best practices of prayerful exegesis from which future preachers and teachers of
preachers can learn and incorporate in their own art and practice of sermon preparation.
The review of literature revealed how prayerful exegesis has been practiced throughout
Church history. The research of this dissertation was done in the hope of uncovering how
those patterns and habits are being practiced today. The interviews probed for insight into
these patterns to answer this fourth research question.
Five practices emerged from the data that could be extremely valuable for a new
generation of preachers and teachers of preachers. These practices are conversational
prayer, lectio divina, journaling, meditative prayer, and praying the text. These practices
all have similarities, but each one has some distinctive characteristic that distinguishes it
from the others.
Table 4.5 lists the five practices of prayerful exegesis drawn from interviews of
the pastors. Corresponding to each of the practices is a number that represents how many
of the pastors mentioned that particular practice.

Table 4.5. Practices of Prayerful Exegesis
Practice
Conversational prayer
Lectio divina
Journaling
Meditative prayer
Praying the text
N=30

n
7
3
2
8
6
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Conversational Prayer
While just seven pastors specifically spoke about conversational prayer, numerous
pastors relayed examples that modeled it. This single practice may be the most
characteristic practice of the thirty pastors. When I probed one pastor about what he was
describing, he answered, “Yes. It is a constant conversation during sermon preparation.”
He was acknowledging this “constant conversation” that he carried on with God during
the process of interpretation in particular but also throughout the duration of preparing
the sermon. He spoke of it as if he took it for granted. It had become such a part of his
preparation patterns that he wove it into the fabric of every sermon he prepared.
Reflecting back on his twenty years of preparing sermons and preaching, another
pastor cited this practice of conversational prayer as “vital” to the process:
I am going to say prayer is so vital because it is our communication with
God, obviously. If we are not in communion with God, he is not going to
speak with us. I know the times that I can think back in my twenty some
years in preaching, the times I got so busy, I was not spending time in the
Word, spending time with God, kind of the two-way conversation there,
things got really dry. I do not think it was so much on God’s part, but
more so on my part.
When responding to the question about how he learned how to pray as he did when
studying God’s Word, one pastor pointed to what he learned from reading The Practice of
the Presence of God by Brother Lawrence and E. M. Bounds’ Power through Prayer. He
explained he was captivated by “that whole idea of spontaneous, ongoing conversation
where you do not have the start and stop kind of thing.” This practice revolutionized his
life, including his sermon preparation study habits.
Each of the pastors was asked during the interview, “Would you characterize your
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praying as more ‘form praying’ (e.g., a prayer from a book of prayers) or ‘spontaneous
praying’?” All thirty pastors responded that “spontaneous praying” best described their
practice.
Lectio Divina
Lectio divina was only mentioned by three pastors but is a practice that holds a
significant amount of potential for pastors to understand the Word of God as they
immerse themselves in the biblical text. The pastor who was mentored at the Shalem
Institute for Spiritual Direction spoke in more detail than any other of the pastors who
mentioned lectio divina. The words lectio divina are a Latin phrase that is translated
“spiritual reading.” The process was developed by a monk named Benedict of Nursia in
the sixth century for reading Scripture and involves these four stages or steps:
1. lectio (reading a scriptural passage);
2. meditatio (meditation on the scriptural passage);
3. oratio (praying the scriptural passage); and,
4. contemplatio (contemplation on the scriptural passage).
Journaling
Two pastors described how they utilized a prayer journal as a part of their sermon
preparation process. Their interactions with the text hermeneutically were processed as a
part of their spiritual formation. By keeping a prayer journal, the sermon literally came
out of their own prayer and study life. As the text is processed through pen and paper, the
text and its content and meaning find their way into the writers’ lives as thread is woven
into fabric.
Meditative Prayer
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Eight pastors spoke of or referred to some practice of meditative prayer. While
meditative prayer is a part of lectio divina, it can be practiced alone, apart from the rest of
the stages of lectio divina. One pastor who practiced this practice described it partially
with the words, “Turn that word over. Massage it. Stew in it. There is so much more there
than what is really revealing those words on the page. You are kind of meditating on the
words there.”
Praying the Text
The final practice culled from the interviews of the thirty pastors in this study is
what several of the pastors called “praying the text.” Six pastors referred to this practice
in one way or another. One pastor recounted that this practice was something he
“normally” did in preparing to preach from a passage. He added that “praying the text” is
something he does several times in the process of preparing his sermon. He reported that
the passages of Scripture “come alive” for him as he practices this discipline. In an
insightful word following, he shared how he felt in those moments that it was “God’s
Spirit” praying the words through him. This process “revealed the truth” in the text in his
life. These five practices observed from the lives of the thirty pastors interviewed for this
study comprise the answer to the fourth research question.
Summary
The “mystery” of how God inspires preachers and communicates to them through
prayer and hermeneutics referred to at the beginning of this chapter is not a mystery to be
solved as much as it is a mystery to be explored. This research was conducted to explore
this mystery and report the findings of this exploration.
Prayer in the process of hermeneutics for homiletics was found to be a stated
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value among the thirty pastors interviewed. The role of prayer during sermon preparation
was multifaceted. Prayer provided focus and direction throughout the sermon preparation
process, informed and guided text and topic selection for preaching pericopes, was a
significant agent of spiritual formation for the preachers, and provided interpretive clarity
and accuracy when studying the biblical text.
As a part of exploring the role of prayer, the activity and work of the Holy Spirit
became increasingly clear, and his presence in the interpretive process was emphasized.
As a guide to the entire process of sermon preparation and especially as illuminator of the
biblical text, the role of the Holy Spirit was highlighted.
Although few of the pastors were able to point to the help of particular people or
resources in specifically helping to shape their practices of prayerful exegesis, several
were able to do so for prayer in sermon preparation in general. This influence was found
to have occurred primarily through individual books and mentors in the process. How
these thirty pastors practiced prayer in sermon preparation suggests some practices that
can serve as a model for others. Five different hermeneutical practices that are helpful in
hearing God’s voice in the text were uncovered. These practices are conversational
prayer, lectio divina, journaling, meditative prayer, and praying the text.
Chapter 5 explores more fully these findings as they are examined in light of the
biblical and theological foundations reviewed in Chapter 2. Implications of these findings
are pursued for future studies and impact on both the practice and teaching of sermon
preparation.

Mindling 114
CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
This study found its genesis eight years ago when I was a church planter in
Kansas. A fellow pastor had set up an appointment to talk about sermon preparation
methods. He and I had been talking about preaching and sermon preparation, and he
wanted to hear more. We had discovered we were on opposite sides of a continuum. He
hated study and loathed sermon preparation but felt guilty preaching other preachers’
sermons. I was just the opposite. I loved preparing (and preaching) sermons. It was an act
of worship for me and something I looked forward to each week. He was puzzled by the
concepts of “doxological study” and “prayerful exegesis” and was dying to know my
“method,” hence the appointment.
I shared my typical weekly process of reading, studying, and praying the text,
immersing myself and soaking in the nuances and rhythms of God’s Word. I explained
how the critical grammatical-historical tools I acquired in seminary helped me with
perspective and analysis. I walked him through how I blended exegetical sweat with
revelational hunger and often prayed on my knees with the text spread out before me. I
shared how prayer was an ongoing dialogue of inquiry and listening, wrestling with both
the text and with how the Church throughout history has wrestled with the text. I shared
how I stayed on my knees, soaking in the text until I got clarity and a sense of the
revelatory nature of the pericope. The word had to burn in my heart before I could write a
sermon. I was terrified of the prospect of preaching something that had been prepared any
other way. I explained to him what I meant by prayerful exegesis and how doxological
study was making the task of studying an act of worship.
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Until he asked the next question, I had never before thought about his inquiry:
“Where did you learn how to prepare like that?” He was especially intrigued by the idea
of praying through the process. “I guess I just never put the two together,” he admitted.
Then he asked, “Who taught you how to pray like that?” I did not have an answer. His
question plunged me into a swirl of processing my theological education: classes,
mentors, books, and the rest of my spiritual formation pilgrimage.
I had been to a great seminary, but the preaching courses were dry and dusty. The
“methods” I had been taught seemed to be either pedantic mechanics or stringing together
moralistic stories. The New Testament interpretation classes was where the fire had been
lit. There I heard a professor teach doxologically. He taught me to make my work of
interpretation and communication an act of worship. He opened the Word of God in
class, and revelation became a fountain, bursting from God’s Word through his life. So,
in thinking quickly through my colleague’s question, I concluded that I had heard great
preaching, read great books, and been exposed to great men and women of God who had
formed me. I was a work in progress, and my sermon preparation practice was what
seemed to work for me. I did not know what else to tell him.
The end of that conversation became the beginning of a journey that has led me to
this study. As the door closed behind my pastoral colleague, I sat there processing his
question and gradually began to notice a sense of grateful inquisitiveness stir and rise
within me. That very day I wrote in a special section of my Daytimer: “If I ever do a
D.Min., I want to do it on how pastors prepare sermons.” That day has come.
The research recorded in this study is the fulfillment of that idea birthed eight
years ago. Permeating this interest has been an abiding fascination with, and growth in,
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prayer. Bringing together these two themes of sermon preparation and prayer has been a
passionate pursuit that has been punctuated by enrichment, surprise, and disappointment.
Hints of these reactions have been recorded in previous chapters. This chapter
summarizes and clarifies the results of the research and explores the enrichment as well
as the surprises and disappointments. Disappointments and surprises can be effective
tutors to those with ears to hear. My hope is that this study contributes to the ongoing
education of those who are “growing in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior
Jesus Christ” (2 Pet. 3:18).
The stated purpose of the study was to explore the role of prayer in interpreting
God’s Word for sermon preparation among preaching pastors and to identify positive
practices that can be incorporated in current and future preparation models.
In this chapter, I will follow the summarizing categories by which the data was
reported in Chapter 4, evaluating the data through the lenses of the biblical and
theological literature reviewed in Chapter 2.
The Role of Prayer in Sermon Preparation
Qualitative research projects involve ongoing analysis from the beginning of the
collection of data. Unlike quantitative studies, where one has to wait until all the data is
in and “quantified” before analyzing and drawing conclusions, the qualitative researcher
is analyzing the data from the inception of collection. Collecting and analyzing the data
for this project has created a significant struggle for me as researcher. In the early and
middle stages of collecting the data, I was not able to identify the struggle and misjudged
it.
The struggle could be described as a growing sense of incongruence between
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myself as researcher and many of the responses I was receiving in the interviews. My
early analysis was that I was too new to the process of interviewing and had misjudged
the nature of semi-structured interview protocol.
The literature I had read on semi-structured interviewing had pointed to the need
to probe. The literature had recommended starting with grand tour questions that moved
from the general to the specific, narrowing down the focus. Obviously, I would need to
probe along the way to get at the kind of information I was seeking. I needed to narrow
down the questions even further than I had anticipated in designing the instrument, yet I
wanted (and needed) to be careful not to ask leading questions to skew the data.
I struggled with some disequilibrium and decided I would have to live with the
tension. I had read somewhere that one of the signs of intellectual maturity was to be able
to hold two or more opposing ideas in dissonance. Struggling with the nature of the
Trinity and the Incarnation were just two endeavors that had certainly primed me for this
tension.
As the data collection continued, the dissonance became both clearer and
stronger. It became clearer in that I was getting a broad enough range of responses in the
sample that I found in some of the interviews not dissonance but resonance. In other
words, I was receiving responses from some of the pastors that were exactly what I
expected and for which I had hoped. The resonance was so refreshing that it slowly began
to bring into focus some of the reasons for the discontinuity I was experiencing with the
other pastors. I was recognizing that the growing incongruence was real and significant.
Furthermore, the tension that was present was from neither a healthy eclecticism nor from
wrestling with transcendent truths. Instead, the tension was born of a philosophical and
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theological difference between myself and some of the pastors I was interviewing.
The dissonance became clearer but also became stronger. The tension grew
stronger as I interviewed more pastors with whom I had this incongruence. The
dissonance was not with just a few pastors, neither was it over just a few issues.
Exploring and Defining the Dissonance
As I continued to gather data, I was uncovering several levels of dissonance. The
first and most simple level was the disconnection between the nature and intention of the
questions and what I perceived as answers that evaded the questions. This level of
disconnection emerged most strongly in the first interview question. The intention of the
question was to begin with a grand tour question that would allow them to talk about how
they prayed in general during the sermon preparation process. Very few of the responses
gave insight into “how” or “what” they prayed. Instead, I received statements concerning
the “value” of prayer. Prayer was reported as being an “essential element.”
Essential Element
I agree wholeheartedly with the statement that prayer is an “essential element” for
sermon preparation. As I pointed out in Chapter 4, however, none of the interview
questions were questions of value or importance. The responses seemed out of place. I
also reported that the kinds of responses and comments reported under the label
“essential element” came at different places in the interviews. Numerous times I had to
ask the particular question again or rephrase the question because the value statements
made about the importance of prayer not only seemed out of place but even seemed to
evade the stated question.
Although these responses were perplexing, I did not pursue the incongruence
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since I was engaged in interviews, not interrogation or counseling sessions. As I
continued to analyze the data and reflect on the findings, finally some clarity began to
materialize. Some intriguing patterns emerged and as they did, I began to realize a deeper
incongruence existed that may have accounted for some of the responses.
In addition to responses that did not seem to fit the question and responses that
seemed evasive, a reoccurring pattern of two phrases surfaced among those with whom I
was experiencing this dissonance:
1. After answering a question evasively or incoherently, the respondent would
add something such as, “I am not sure I have answered your question,” or, “Is that what
you were asking?”
2. Several respondents admitted they did not know what I was talking about or
did not understand what I was asking.
Responses such as, “I am not sure I have answered your question,” are not especially
unusual in the course of interviews, but “not to know what I was talking about” when I
was using common pastoral syntax was surprising, even disappointing.
The second and deeper level of dissonance was strongest in response to what I
considered the questions that were at the “heart” of the interview process, questions four
and six:
Interview Question 4: How does prayer specifically shape your exegesis and
interpretation?
Interview Question 6: Walk me through a typical example of how you might
combine prayer and exegesis.
What made these responses so confusing was the fact that I had followed a method of
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“purposeful sampling” in gathering a sample group to interview. Because the original
plan of “snowballing” to create a “panel of experts” had failed, I designed a questionnaire
to create a select sample. All thirty pastors had become a part of the sample group
through the process of a filtering questionnaire. One of the primary purposes of the
questionnaire was to filter out pastors who would not understand my questions or who
would not have the experience base from which to provide helpful patterns to emulate.
I was hopeful to create a sample group through the questionnaire where enough
similarity of language and practice existed that I could use a shared vocabulary among
the pastors, thus avoiding huge disconnection in communication. The questionnaire was
also designed to help close the massive gap that must exist between two people who have
never met talking over a telephone for thirty minutes by establishing a common
experience and language set.
The questionnaire was successful, but not completely. There were pastors whom I
interviewed where a wonderful resonance and shared experience of prayerful exegesis
existed; but not as many as I thought there would be. Most of the sample was made up of
these pastors with whom I was experiencing incongruence. I enjoyed our conversations;
we had a lot in common. We enjoyed significant affinity, but the incongruence persisted.
Furthermore, I began to recognize the incongruence was not between me and a
subset of pastors; two groups existed within this sample group I had so carefully and
purposefully assembled. With one group I had affinity and resonance while with the other
group I had affinity but dissonance. The incongruity actually existed between these two
subsets within the sample group, which was itself a narrow subset. One wonders how
representative these two subsets are within this group that had such seeming
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homogeneity. If there was incongruence between these homogeneous pastors, did a
similar incongruence exist between a larger group of pastors who call themselves
evangelical and share the same vocabulary?
I believe the incongruity existed because of a theological gap. What I had
discovered was a theological gap that exists between evangelical pastors who are at once
very similar and vastly different. Though as a group of thirty-one pastors (myself and the
thirty I interviewed), we had a lot in common and spoke the same theological language,
we were speaking past each other. Our theological frameworks were different. We both
believed many of the same things that make up evangelical theology, but enough
difference in our theological orientation existed that we ended up talking past each other.
Perceptions of prayer. The first difference was that the theology of prayer was
different. One group of pastors was defining prayer in ways that were very different from
how the other group of pastors defined prayer. I had not sufficiently established a
common language set. Everyone used the same words but with different meanings. The
perceptions the two groups had of prayer were different (see Table 5.1).
Both groups saw prayer as an “essential element,” but one group viewed prayer as
“informational.” The other group viewed prayer as “formational.” Mulholland elucidates
this helpful distinction in his book (49-63). Reading Scripture has become for many
merely an “informational” task. Preachers are trained to read Scripture in this manner.
Prayer associated with Scripture reading is the means by which to gather that
information. Prayerful reading of Scripture for formational purposes, however, is
completely different. Instead of seeking to master the text, I seek to be mastered by the
text. Instead of praying and reading for content, the reader prays and reads for encounter.
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Both groups spoke of prayer and Scripture reading in essential terms, but they were
approaching it in two different ways.
Another perceptual difference emerged as I realized how one group viewed prayer
in a highly utilitarian manner. The other group saw prayer primarily in relational ways.
One saw prayer as a way to “come up with something to preach,” and the other saw
prayer as helping them know God. One saw revelation as data; the other saw revelation
as an invitation to (deeper) relationship.
These two views are vastly different. They are perceptual, philosophical
orientations that change the way people hear the exact same words. Nothing is wrong
with praying for direction or praying for help. The question becomes, “What kind of
direction and help do we need?” When some people hear the word prayer, they think
direction though difficult circumstances. When others hear the word prayer, they think
relationship, to know God better. When some pray, they pray out of a narrow, “solve this
problem” situation; when others pray, they pray out of their whole life situation.

Table 5.1. Two Views of Prayer
Group A
Information
Utilitarian
Way to get sermon
Direction
Solve problem

Group B
Formation
Relational
Way to know God
Relationship
Deepen relationship

This incongruence of perception between praying pastors carries with it rippling
implications that shape each of the categories in which the interview data was reported in
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Chapter 4.
Providing Focus and Direction
The first category under the role of prayer reported in Chapter 4 was that prayer
provided focus and direction. This role of prayer was the most common reported among
the thirty pastors. Twenty-seven pastors described the role of prayer using these terms.
Praying for focus and direction is helpful and positive, but judging when God has
answered the prayer can become problematic. Praying from one theological orientation,
one pastor reports that the prayer is answered when he has found a text to support what
he feels “led” to say. This category is closely linked with utilizing prayer to find a
topic/text and is addressed in the next section. Direction was often defined before the text
was interpreted. Instead of prayer being a means by which I am addressed through
Scripture and, in return, address God, prayer becomes a tool to “decide” which Scripture
to use to support what I already intend to say. Instead of Scripture and prayer being a
unity, they become bifurcated and are reduced to mere utilitarian tools. Today’s
utilitarian era is defined by the “spirit of pragmatism.” For many people, truth is defined
as “that which works.” Prayer becomes utilitarian when it seeks God for data, direction,
and information instead of relational deepening. God becomes a dispenser of direction
and information instead of someone to know and love.
Another pastor who prays the same kind of “prayer for direction” is really praying
a prayer of interpretation. He is asking, “What direction are you going in this text, God.
What are you saying?” Similarly, some of the pastors saw prayer as “guiding the
process.” Prayer was the gift of interacting with God through the Scriptures and finding
God guiding the entire process. This practice is not unlike the doctrine of the Spirit
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superintending the writing, canon selection, and preservation of text throughout Church
history.
Topic/Text Selection
The second category under the role of prayer in sermon preparation reported how
pastors spoke of prayer as helping them in topic or text selection. Here again, the
different theological orientations emerge. These two different theological orientations
show up in two different views of the nature of Scripture. As discussed in Chapter 2,
one’s doctrine of the inspiration of Scriptures may best be judged by how one prays.
Approaching the Scriptures prayerfully may mean two entirely different things.
A subtle shift occurs between these approaches to Scripture. The shift is from
being “under the text” to being “over the text.” The shift is from seeing Scripture as
subject that addresses the interpreter as object, to Scripture becoming object that is
addressed by the interpreter as subject.
When an interpreter/preacher approaches Scripture primarily to find a text that fits
a topic, they are in control; the Scripture is an object which they study to find resources to
support what they want to say. They are “over the text” in that they impose their agenda
on the text. Instead of the interpreter/preacher being a servant of the Scripture, the
Scripture becomes a servant to the preacher. This practice is exactly opposite of the
nature of Scripture. Classical Christianity has always seen Scripture as subject, and it
addresses interpreters as objects. Instead of Scripture coming under the scrutiny of our
agenda, we are to come under the scrutiny of its agenda. What emerges from being
addressed by the text becomes what is preached. Preachers submitting to the text become
servants of the Scriptures. The preaching is a by-product of interpretation. Preachers will
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find difficultly submitting to the text, to hear what the Scripture is saying, and to bend
their preaching to what they are hearing when they are studying a passage for what fits
their predetermined topic.
In this danger of using prayer to seek God and his word for a text or topic, one of
the many occupational hazards of the preaching enterprise is revealed. In the weekly
grind of “needing a sermon,” the preacher begins to “use” the Scripture for his or her own
ends. I believe one particular kind of preaching is practiced that tends to breed this
reductionistic shift: topical preaching.
Topical preaching tends to place the preacher in charge of the text; it defeats the
role of submissive prayer and “sitting under the text” and becomes a breeding ground for
eisegesis. This drift into the utilitarian view of Scripture may point to the need for a
strong emphasis on either lectionary preaching or preaching through a book
expositionally. In both of these methods, the text is “chosen” ahead of time and the
orientation becomes to discover what this text is saying instead of bending the text to say
what fits a predetermined topic.
An intriguing theory emerged in this analysis. Was there a relationship between
those preachers who described themselves as primarily topical preachers and those who
viewed prayer as a way for them to determine the text or topic? Analyzing the data for
this relationship yielded no support for that theory. Whereas seventeen pastors described
themselves as topical preachers, only seven of those spoke of prayer as helping them find
a text or topic. The data did not seem to support a relationship between topical preaching
and using prayer to find a preaching topic.
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Spiritual Formation
In contrast to a utilitarian, reductionistic view of Scripture that tends to try to bend
it to predetermined ends were the eight pastors who spoke of the role of prayer and
studying Scripture as being a powerful means of spiritual formation. Studying their
responses yielded a completely different orientation to prayerful study. One pastor spoke
of prayer as “weaving the text into my life.” Another recounted humbling himself before
God as he prayerfully read the text. Several of them spoke of their sermons “coming out”
of what God was teaching them as they submitted to the text in prayer. Among these
pastors existed a sense of submission to the text, being “under the text,” and sermons
emerging out of this whole-life prayerful exegesis.
Here again, a theory presented itself. I analyzed the data for a relationship
between those who viewed prayerful study as spiritually forming and those who viewed
prayer as a means to find a topic. Here the data, though small, is overwhelming. Only two
pastors used language in their interviews of both using prayer as a way to find a text/topic
and also as being a means of spiritual formation. None of the other pastors who spoke of
prayer as spiritual formation spoke of prayer as also means of finding a topic. The two
pastors who did speak of prayer in both roles also revealed attitudes in their interviews of
submitting to the text. Furthermore, in further explanation and in answering other
questions, they clarified their process, revealing how they let the text speak instead of
imposing an agenda on it.
Though rising out of a small sample, the data seems to support that for those
preaching pastors who view prayerful exegesis as a means of spiritual formation, they do
so because they practice a model of prayerful exegesis in sermon preparation whereby
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they submit to the text and let it speak. Then out of that process of submission comes the
sermon content to be preached.
The next category of summarizing the role of prayer in the hermeneutical process
of sermon preparation is its role in helping to understand the text. This role of prayer is
present in classical interpretation.
Understanding the Text/The Interpretive Role of Prayer
Two significant issues in this category need to be evaluated. As reported in
Chapter 4, fourteen pastors said they came to interpretive clarity in their sermon
preparation process “without any mention of prayer.” Again, these pastors had been
selected on the basis of their own reported prayer practices in hermeneutics via the
questionnaire. Several “did not know what I meant” when I asked about “Aha! moments”
or “being caught up by the sermonic idea in the text.” This area was one where a number
of pastors did not know how to respond to Questions 4 and 6. I was especially hopeful to
find significant insight into the prayerful exegesis process from these questions.
In some of the interviews, I had to do a fair amount of explaining around these
questions because of the lack of understanding. These responses were perplexing to me,
especially in light of all of the effusive responses reported under the “essential element”
category that prayer was so critical to the process. Furthermore, I went to great lengths to
clarify the distinctions between general sermon preparation prayer and prayerful
exegesis. In addition to the filtering questions in the questionnaire, the written
correspondence in which I explained my focus, and the introduction to the interview
process itself (where I once again explained the distinction), I also read a preface to
Question 3 during each interview (see Appendix B).
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Not only did a theological gap become clear, but a clear understanding gap
existed as well. I am at a loss to account for this lack of understanding. I would offer two
possible interpretations of this dissonance:
1. The frailty of human communication. Communication is an imperfect science,
even with the best of intentions. I may not have explained myself and what I meant well
enough, or they may not have been listening.
2. Technical ambiguity. Theological differences aside, some pastors are unclear
about the meaning of exegesis, hermeneutics, and interpretation. They may or may not
know they are unclear about the meanings of these words. Therefore, distinctions within
the sermon preparation process using these words were not clearly communicated.
The second issue in this category is similar to some of the evaluations made under
the section “Providing Focus and Direction.” As in the case of seeking God for “focus
and direction,” one’s theological orientation plays an extremely significant role in prayer
that seeks to understand the text. Every interpreter should pray to understand the text.
Interpretive clarity and accuracy should be sought. Prayer should be a significant part of
the endeavor. That contention is one of the primary positions this study promotes. Again,
one wonders how one knows when God has answered this prayer. It depends on the
theological orientation from which one is praying.
Praying from one theological orientation, one pastor reports that the prayer is
answered when he understands the meaning of a word or phrase, or when an outline is
constructed, or sermon content becomes clear. These responses can certainly be
legitimate answers to prayer, but one can “get a sermon” from a passage and still
completely miss the purpose of the passage. The other pastoral orientation reports the
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prayer is answered when the text has provided clearer focus on who God is and directed
one’s heart to repentance and worship. The text has formed the pastors’ heart, and out of
that formation, they preach. Preaching is restored as witness, as testifying.
These two theological orientations that have been traced through the findings of
the data impact the entirety of the sermon preparation process. Reading Scripture for
information can keep one from reading Scripture for formation. Praying to understand
can reflect submission or autonomy, dependence or independence. Understanding the text
can be seeking to master the text: I analyze the Scripture instead of Scripture analyzing
me. Because knowledge is power and because one’s theological orientation is so subtle
but so pervasive, the quest to understand becomes a quest to be in control. Once again,
the very task of sermon preparation can become an occupational hazard for any pastor.
The findings of the data revealed indications of both orientations: the text as
support for predetermined sermonic ideas and the text as a way to know God. It would be
arrogant and inappropriate to try to psychoanalyze the pastors from the interview data in
an attempt to determine each pastors’ orientation. This theological reflection has merely
intended to account for the incongruence I felt as I analyzed the findings reported in the
data.
The Role of the Holy Spirit in Hermeneutical Prayer
One of the major themes throughout the research was the person and work of the
Holy Spirit. Though he was referred to as “it” too many times, his role was recognized
and emphasized by many of the pastors. In the last ten years, a healthy amount of
emphasis and writing has been done on the “missing person of the Trinity,” and perhaps
this emphasis is surfacing among pastors.
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As stated earlier, the Holy Spirit’s role in biblical interpretation cannot be
overemphasized. In the literature review of Chapter 2, Zuck’s fourteen different
propositions to guide this process of illumination were listed. His concern in offering the
fourteen propositions was to provide guidance to the admitted “subjectivity” that is
present when people begin attributing their interpretations to the work of the Holy Spirit.
In reviewing his fourteen propositions and evaluating the interview data in light of
them, I found at least four of his “guidelines” violated (Propositions 1, 3, 8, and 9). In
particular, three were “violated” more than others (1,3, and 8). Interestingly, Zuck
himself may view one of the instruments for this study as “violating” his proposition 11.
In the interview protocol, Question 3 specifically asked pastors to describe an
“Aha! Moment,” which was explained as “that moment where you were caught or
gripped by the sermonic idea.” While the word “suddenly” did not appear in the
interview protocol, the “Aha! moment” language certainly implies suddenness. Perhaps
the distinction is to be made in Zuck’s use of the word “intuitive” instead of “sudden.”
“Sudden” is more climatic but does not have to be “out of the blue,” which is the
language used by one of the pastors in the interviews. The role of the Holy Spirit in
interpretation is to illuminate the Bible, not to speak “out of the blue.” The research data
of this study underscored and illustrated two particular “propositions” Zuck advanced:
Proposition 6 and 7. Several pastors made comments in their interview responses that
exemplified Zuck’s interpretation guide.
One more theological reflection in this area may be offered before moving on to
the next section. The relationship introduced in both Chapters 1 and 2 among the Holy
Spirit, the Scripture, and the pastor as interpreter is a very significant relationship on
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which to reflect briefly. In this relationship, a matrix exists that serves as a powerful
illustration of the role of prayer. The pastor as interpreter may be seen as a servant of the
Word. The pastor serves the Word, God, and the Church as he or she faithfully fulfills the
task of prayerful exegesis for sermon preparation. In sermon preparation, this “servant”
interacts with the Spirit and the Scriptures. A matrix for effective listening exists in the
intersection between Scripture, Spirit, and servant. This matrix is where biblical prayer
happens. Prayer may be seen as the dialogue between Scripture, Spirit, and servant.
Prayer is the song sung in the perichoretic dance between Scripture, Spirit, and servant.
Without pushing the analogy too far, the order of the words on this printed page
may be instructive as well. Just as the word Spirit lies between Scripture and servant, so
the Spirit is the mediator between the Scripture and servant. The servant cannot
understand the Scripture apart from the Spirit. The Scripture will not reach the servant
apart from the Spirit. Scripture does not exist apart from the Spirit. The Spirit birthed it,
inspired it, breathed it, preserved it, illuminates it, and interprets it. Though the Spirit is
the inspirer of Scripture, he is also its illuminator and interpreter. The inspired Word is
made known through the illumination of the interpreter. The Living Word, Christ, is
made known through the written Word as the Holy Spirit illuminates and interprets.
Furthermore, a relational dynamic is playing here that is worth highlighting.
Scripture is revelation. The Spirit is revealer. The servant is receiver. The role of receiver
here is a subservient role. This role is not passive but is submissive. The Spirit as revealer
invites the servant as receiver into this relationship with Scripture as revelation.
Preparation for preaching becomes an invitation into the revelation of the triune God as
he reveals himself as the Incarnate Living Word through the Spirit. This wonderful
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relationship is prayer–prayer informed by the Scripture and permeated by the Spirit.
Prayer brings us into the dynamic interrelationship of the Trinity as God reveals himself
and invites us to know him. Prayer once again is a thoroughly relational, revelational
word. This dynamic is why biblical preaching is revelational preaching.
Biblical preaching is preaching that arises out of an encounter with God through
his Word. Biblical preachers preach the Living Word they “have seen and heard” in the
text as illuminated by the Holy Spirit. Biblical preaching presupposes that one is seeing
and hearing. Seeing and hearing involves revelation. In order for revelation to occur, the
preacher must engage in prayerful study of God’s revealed Word.
The Pedagogy of Hermeneutical Prayer
At the beginning of this chapter, I recounted a story of how the journey toward
this dissertation began. The pastoral colleague who visited me asked me a question that
day for which I did not have an immediate answer: “Who taught you how to prepare like
that?” As a preacher who had graduated from an excellent seminary that taught courses
on sermon preparation, I should have been able to give an unambiguous and immediate
answer. As a student who had read countless books on prayer, hermeneutics, and sermon
preparation, I should have had a ready response. As an eager student who hung on every
word of professors I admired, I should have had a clear answer. This lack on my part is
not to discount the power of residual learning or the effectiveness of the Spirit to teach us
through God’s Word. I am pointing out that if the Church is going to teach preachers how
to prepare sermons, at the top of the list of the curriculum should be clear, deliberate
teaching on the pedagogy of prayerful exegesis. Preachers learn to practice prayerful
hermeneutics when it is taught intentionally in the literature and curriculum of the
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seminaries.
This vital element of sermon preparation must not be left to assumption or merely
desperation on the part of the budding interpreter/preacher. Preachers need to be taught
the art and heart of prayerful exegesis. Prayer needs to be restored as a critical and
essential exegetical tool. With all the emphasis on technique, teaching on the technique of
prayer should be given. The mere practice of technique alone, however, will not suffice.
In addition to the art of prayerful exegesis, more emphasis on the spiritual formation of
the preacher as preparation needs to be incorporated in the pedagogy of proclamation.
Preachers need to be taught how to live in the rhythm of God’s grace and practice lives of
prayer that are carried over naturally but intentionally into the weekly task of sermon
preparation.
Throughout this study, in the research, in the field study of interviewing, and in
the writing, this glaring need for more teaching and training in prayerful exegesis has
been revealed. The seminaries carry the bulk of this responsibility. Excellence in teaching
exegetical precision must continue. The art and science of hermeneutics must be learned
and practiced with rigor and accuracy. Prayer must never be seen as a substitute for the
best exegetical tools, neither should it be viewed as superfluous or mere “spiritualizing”
the task of exegesis. Prayer must be restored as a constitutive factor in the hermeneutical
process.
I have already demonstrated that a disconnection exists between understanding
prayerful exegesis and what pastors actually practiced. Among those pastors who
indicated a mentor had helped them learn to pray, less than half of them (four out of
eleven) demonstrated from their responses that they understood and practiced prayerful
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exegesis. I am hopeful that a result of this study would be that curricula, books,
resources, and professor’s teaching plans will begin to include clear, specific teaching
and modeling of the art and heart of prayerful hermeneutics. Internships and mentoring
models can be utilized to assist in teaching this essential practice.
Practices of Prayerful Exegesis
Five practices of prayerful exegesis were reported. These practices were
conversational prayer, lectio divina, journaling, meditative prayer, and praying the text. I
was surprised that no mention of listening prayer occurred. In the over 42,000 words that
made up the transcripts of the interviews, only twice was the word “listen” or any of its
cognates mentioned. One might say that listening prayer is implied in conversational
prayer, lectio divina and meditative prayer, but I argue that implication is not strong
enough pedagogy. I point to Chapter 2 where I suggested that prayerful exegesis had
become assumed in early literature and has all but disappeared in recent literature. For a
practice to be learned, it must be taught in the classroom as well as “caught” through
modeling and mentoring. Paul Mark Cross has written a dissertation on the training of
pastoral interns in the Lutheran Church that could provide some helpful direction in this
area. Interestingly, he points out in his study that the interns were more likely to practice
prayer in sermon preparation than the mentors (128-29, 154).
Listening prayer is most clearly implied in lectio divina, but so many models of
lectio exist now that the basics are not always clearly taught. Listening prayer needs to be
taught in connection to reading Scripture since listening prayer that is not directly tied to
Scripture is in danger of a myriad of individualistic interpretations. Listening prayer that
involves reading and studying the Scriptures offers significant potential to interacting
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with and being formed by the biblical text.
The most helpful practices for preachers preparing sermons may be a recovery of
lectio divina and a version of lectio called praying the text. Both practices teach the
interpreter/preacher to yield and surrender to the text instead of seeking to master it for
sermon preparation.
Contributions to the Literature and Recommendations
I believe I have demonstrated that a desperate need for books and resources on
preparing sermons exists that include significant teaching on prayerful exegesis. Since as
of this writing I have been unable to find even one book that has as its topic the
relationship between the subjects of prayer, hermeneutics, and sermon preparation, books
on this relationship are not only important, but essential. A niche exists for books and
resources on just the topic of prayerful exegesis itself. My hope is that this study is a
stepping stone that connects the art of prayerful exegesis taught and practiced in
generations past to a new generation of preachers and teachers of preachers.
I have a deep conviction that those most responsible for teaching and training
each generation of preachers (i.e., seminary professors) must include clear, detailed
teaching on the need for, and skills in, practicing prayerful exegesis. Prayer must become
more than a passing word in a book or class. It certainly must cease to be assumed. My
hope is that the contribution of this study will help to expose the critical need for teaching
and training in this area and serve as a step towards a new pedagogy of prayerful
hermeneutics. In homiletics, head and heart must go hand in hand.
Limitations of the Study
Clearly, one of the limitations of the study was the theological disconnection that
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led to less than ideal communication. A more detailed questionnaire may have remedied
that problem and overcome the limitation. I believe that a “panel of experts” would have
yielded the most fruit and insight into practices of prayerful exegesis, but perhaps one of
the limitations is that not enough full-time, regular preaching pastors who practice
prayerful exegesis exist.
Purists in the field of prayerful exegesis could be identified and interviewed. Most
of these purists seem to exist as authors or teachers. One of my fears of interviewing
subjects that did not preach regularly was the inability to lift up a model of prayerful
exegesis for busy pastors to justifiably emulate. Perhaps the last sentence points to the
biggest limitation of all that would characterize any study like this: busy pastors.
The limitation of interviewer bias due to the fact that only one researcher
conducted the interviews certainly exists. Furthermore, having another set of eyes to
analyze and evaluate the data would certainly have uncovered some more insights and
patterns than just one person could see; however, this limitation of one interviewer also
brought with it several strengths to the study. One interviewer was able to compare and
analyze the interactions with each interviewee with more than just hard data on a page.
Since communication is more than words, transcribing tone of voice and other verbal
dynamics is almost impossible.
Phone interviewing is yet another limitation that existed. Again, since fullest
communication comprises the contextual elements of body language, facial movement,
and setting, none of which can be communicated over the telephone, it reduces the
effectiveness of the communication. Interviewing in each pastor’s setting would have
been an ideal way to help facilitate better communication.
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Postscript
Postmodern interpreters and preachers are rediscovering that God is not an
ancient author to be analyzed, but a personal and relational lover who wants to be known.
He is the voice behind the text who is calling people into a dynamic, hermeneutical dance
that results in growth in the grace and knowledge of God. Prayer, the greatest gift God
has given believers to know him and to understand his Word, is often the least considered
element of preparing biblical sermons. The irony is stunning. Therefore, contemporary
biblical preachers must recapture what generations of preachers past have known but a
diminishing number have taught.
The next generation of biblical interpreters and preachers must be men and
women of prayer. They must be taught how prayer can bring them into the depths of
knowing God through his Word, how prayer can help them hear the voice behind the text
of Scripture. A new generation of preachers must be taught that prayer is a life saturated
with God so that the Word of God resonates in and through those who preach. Seminaries
and theological training institutions must be filled with a growing number of men and
women who model and teach excellence in exegetical method combined with passionate
pursuit of God. Exegesis must be redefined to include prayer. We must return to
revelational preaching, where preachers through prayerful study encounter the beauty,
splendor, and magnificence of the living God and explode into their pulpits, powerfully
“proclaiming what they have seen and heard.”
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APPENDIX A
QUESTIONNAIRE
1. Do you preach regularly (more than twice a month)?

Yes

No

2. Do you have a seminary degree in which courses on preaching were taught?
Yes
No
3. Have you been preaching more than 5 years?

Yes

No

4. How many hours a week do you typically spend preparing each sermon?
a.
1-5
6-10
b.
c.
11-15
d.
16+
5. What method do you use most often to prepare your messages?
Preaching others’ sermons
a.
b.
Adapting others’ sermons
c.
Preparing an original message each week
6. When seeking to grasp the meaning of a passage, what best represents your
typical and most fruitful practice? (Choose one)
a.
Consulting the commentaries
b.
My own exegetical work with linguistic studies, grammars, lexicons,
etc.
c.
Review others’ sermons
Prayerful meditation
d.
e.
Other (please specify)
7. As you prepare your message, how much focused prayer do you give to each of
the following?
Crafting the sermon
a.
b.
Help with delivery
c.
Initiating the process
d.
Understanding the text
8. A study is being done on the role of prayer in interpreting God’s Word for sermon
preparation. Are you interested in participating? (If “yes” you will be given an
opportunity to provide your contact information.) Would you be willing to be
interviewed by phone (10-15 questions) for this study?
Yes

No

In order to maintain the integrity of this questionnaire, the confidentiality of the previous
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questions is essential and no contact information will be shared with the researcher
conducting the study unless you indicate you wish to be contacted to be interviewed by
providing your e-mail address below:
Thank you for your time.
Your E-mail address:
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APPENDIX B
INTERVIEW SCRIPT
Is this _______________? Hi, my name is Jim Mindling and I am calling as we
prearranged via e-mail to do an interview with you on prayer and preaching. Is this still a
good time for us to talk?
First of all, I want to say thanks for being willing to participate in this interview. As I
indicated in my correspondence, this is for a doctoral dissertation I am writing for Asbury
Theological Seminary.
I am going to ask you about 10 questions that are scripted and may ask others to probe or
seek more clarity. Of course, you are under no obligation to answer any of these
questions; it is purely voluntary. But I would ask you to report to me as accurately as
possible since these interviews are the material I will use as my data and I will build my
conclusions from these interviews. Again, since you are helping me with the interviews, I
would be happy to share with you my dissertation and findings when it is completed.
As I mentioned in the e-mail, in order to accurately report the data from the interviews, I
will need to tape this interview. So just before I turn on the recorder and ask you for your
permission to tape our interview, do you have any questions? (Answer any questions.)
Ok, I am going to turn the recorder on now. (Turn on tape recorder and tape switch.)
___________, may I have permission to record this interview with you regarding prayer
and hermeneutics?
Thank you.
Interview Questions
1. Think through the process of how you normally prepare sermons. (pause) Ok?
Now, please describe for me how you normally utilize prayer in that process.
2. Would you describe yourself as a narrative preacher, a topical preacher, an
expository preacher, or some other label?
3. Many pastors pray at different points in the sermon preparation process. This
interview seeks to explore that specific part of sermon preparation where we are
interpreting the text. Now, I want you to think back to the most recent sermon
you’ve prepared. What was your text? (pause for answer) Describe for me that
point, that moment where you were caught or gripped by the sermonic idea in the
text. Describe for me that that “Aha! Moment.”
4. How does prayer specifically shape your exegesis and interpretation of the text?
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5. Would you characterize your prayers as more “form praying” (e.g., a prayer from
a Book of Prayers) or “spontaneous praying”?
6. Walk me through a typical example of how you might combine prayer and
exegesis.
7. What is your view of how the Holy Spirit works through your praying as you
prepare your sermons?
8. Is there any one person or resource that was the biggest influence in shaping your
current practice of prayer in sermon preparation?
9. Do you have any concluding comments or advice about prayer and interpreting
God’s Word?
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Appendix C
ONLINE ADVERTISEMENT FOR QUESTIONNNAIRE
Dear SermonCentral Subscriber:
We need 60 seconds of your help! We’ve noticed there is both similarity and
diversity in how preachers prepare sermons. What is your typical pattern? Would you
fill out a brief online questionnaire that has been designed to be as quick and easy as
possible for you to complete? Most of the questions can be answered by simply
clicking a box. ( )
Your answers will be treated in absolute confidence and used to form a composite
picture of respondents. Additionally, your e-mail address will not be connected to
your responses, unless you specifically ask to be contacted.
Your response will be most helpful to us if received by September 15, 2005.
We are very grateful for your help. If you encounter any difficulties in taking this
questionnaire, please e-mail us at Brian@SermonCentral.com.
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APPENDIX D
RESULTS OF QUESTIONNAIRE
Results Summary
Total: 1250
1. Do you preach regularly (more than twice a month)?
Response Percent
Yes
88.4%
No
11.6%
Total Respondents
(skipped this question)

Response Total
1100
144
1244
6

2. Do you have a seminary degree in which courses on preaching were taught?
Response Percent
Response Total
Yes
54.5%
676
No
45.5%
565
Total Respondents
(skipped this question)

1241
9

3. Have you been preaching more than 5 years?
Response Percent
Yes
87.1%
No
12.9%
Total Respondents
(skipped this question)

Response Total
1082
160
1242
8

4. How many hours per week do you typically spend preparing each sermon?
Response Percent
Response Total
1-5
24.5%
303
6-10
37.9%
469
11-15
24%
297
16+
13.7%
170
Total Respondents
(skipped this question)

1239
11

5. What method do you use most often to prepare your messages?
Response Percent
Response Total
Adapt others’ sermons
48%
593
Preach others’ sermons

1.1%

14
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Prepare original message
Total Respondents
(skipped this question)

50.9%

629
1236
14

6. When seeking to grasp the meaning of a passage, what BEST represents your typical
and most fruitful practice? (choose one)
Response Percent
Response Total
Consult commentaries
44.1%
549
Own exegetical work
15.2%
189
Reviewing others' sermons
10.4%
129
Prayerful meditation
15.7%
196
Other (please specify)
14.6%
182
Total Respondents
(skipped this question)

1245
5

7. As you prepare your message, how much focused prayer do you give to each of the
following?
Little/none
Significant amount Response Total
Crafting the sermon 23% (272)
77% (927)
1199
Help with delivery
23% (280)
77% (913)
1193
Initiating the process 29% (340)
71% (838)
1178
Understanding text 16% (188)
84% (1014) 1202
Total Respondents
(skipped this question)

1237
13

8. Are you interested in participating? (If “Yes,” you will be given an opportunity to
provide your contact information.)
Response Percent
Response Total
Yes
42.1%
493
No
57.9%
678
Total Respondents
(skipped this question)

1171
79

9. Please enter your contact information: (This data will not be shared with anyone
outside the research team.)
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APPENDIX E
LETTER TO QUESTIONNAIRE RESPONDENTS
Dear Preaching Friend,
About a month ago, you filled out a survey on preaching and prayer at the SermonCentral
Web site. Thank you for your response.
The purpose of the brief survey was twofold: to begin to gather basic information about
the role of prayer in preparing sermons; and, to gather interested participants to do a more
in-depth study of the topic. The response was overwhelming! We expected a couple
hundred responses and received over 1,250!
The study is part of a doctoral dissertation I am writing for Asbury Theological
Seminary. The study will include the insights learned from the collection and study of the
anonymous responses made in the survey as well as the research done through thirty
interviews of those who indicated they would like to be a part of such a study.
Out of the 1,250 who responded to the survey, 493 indicated they would be willing to be
a part of an interview to further explore the topic. Because of the nature of the study, I
chose 5 qualifying factors to narrow the study. These qualifying factors were that the
interviewee had to fit five criteria:
1. Frequency of preaching; (defined as more than twice a month).
2. Education in sermon preparation; (defined as a seminary degree in which
preaching courses were taught).
3. Experience; (defined as having been preaching more than 5 years).
4. Method; (defined as preparing original messages vs. preaching/adapting others’
sermons).
5. Prayerful exegesis; (defined as those who indicated they practiced focused
prayer in seeking to understand the text).
Out of the 493, 118 respondents fit the above criteria. In reviewing the list, I discovered
34 names/phone numbers were international and since I was doing the interviews via
phone, I also chose to filter out these names to eliminate outrageous long distance costs.
So now the list was down to 84. I then sent those names to Asbury Theological Seminary
who placed the names in a computer program that randomly selects the names for studies
such as these. My study called for 30 names.
You were one of the 30! (Imagine Jesus choosing the disciples this way!)
If you are still willing to participate, I will contact you via phone at a time that fits your
calendar and ask you about 10 questions. The interview will need to be recorded in order
to insure accuracy in collecting the data, so I will ask you up front on the phone for your
permission to record. There will not be any intrusive questions, but I do have to have
your permission to record the interview. The interview will take about 20-30 minutes.
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Of course, this interview is totally voluntary on your part and the data will be kept
confidential and reviewed only by the research team. You may, at any point, refuse to
participate in any part of or all of the project. When the project is over, and my
dissertation is complete (hopefully April 2006,) the tapes and transcriptions will be
destroyed.
I welcome any comments or questions at any time in the process to help facilitate clarity
of understanding regarding any portion of the process. You may reach me at
JimM@churchoftheopendoor.org or call me. (Home is XXX-XXX-XXXX; office is
XXX-XXX-XXXX.)
If you are still interested, please respond by giving me the best times (daytime or
evening, or if you prefer, days of the week and time frames) and best number at which to
contact you. Your response of time and number will serve as your consent to participate
in this project. Thank you.
Best time to reach you: __________________
Best phone number at which to reach you: _______________________
Again, thank you for your cooperation. I appreciate your help in this dissertation project.
I look forward to working with you.
Gratefully,

Jim Mindling

Senior Pastor
Church of the Open Door
43275 Telegraph Rd.
Elyria, Ohio 44035
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APPENDIX F
SECOND LETTER TO QUESTIONNAIRE RESPONDENTS
Dear Preaching Friend,
Last week, I contacted you regarding a survey/questionnaire you had filled out on the
SermonCentral Web site about 6 weeks previous. In the survey you completed, you
indicated that you would be willing to be interviewed as a part of a larger study being
done on preaching and prayer.
In my e-mail last week, I asked you to confirm your response by indicating best day and
time for me to contact you so we could set up the interview.
I haven’t heard from you. Please indicate to me your best time and best phone number to
reach you, or, if, you are no longer interested, please indicate that in your response.
If I do not hear from you, I will assume you are no longer interested and will move to a
waiting list of others (since the study only involves 30 participants.)
Best time to reach you: __________________
Best phone number to reach you: ____________________
____ No thanks. I’ve changed my mind. I prefer not to participate in the
interviews.

God bless you as you faithfully communicate God’s Word,

Jim Mindling

Senior Pastor
Church of the Open Door
43275 Telegraph Rd.
Elyria, Ohio 44035
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APPENDIX G
SUBJECT DEMOGRAPHICS BY DENOMINATION

NonDenominational
Baptist
Christian Church
Lutheran
Methodist
Presbyterian
Evangelical Covenant
Alliance
Evangelical Missionary
Church of Christ
Reformed
Total

8
5
5
4
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
30
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